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WITH A FUMBLE- AND 
TD-CREATING AMBUSH OF 

CAM NEWTON, MVP VON MILLER 
SET THE TONEFOR ONE OF 

THE MOST DOMINANT DEFENSIVE 
PERFORMANCES IN 
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—HARD SODA — 


MADE WITH CANE SUGAR 
CONTAINS ALCOHOL 


This is Henry's Hard Ginger Ale. A new, easy-to-drink adult 
beverage that packs a delicious little punch. It's hard, 
but not too hard, because you have stuff to do tomorrow. 


LIVE HARD-ISH. 


GREAT BEER 
GREAT RESPONSIBILITY 
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SUPER BOWL 50 Whoever replaces Sepp Blatter will be faced with 


his question: Do the voters really want change? 
By Grant Wahl 


COLLEGE BASKETBALL 
Arc Madness 


Firing threes at historic rates, contenders try to 
defy data that show balanced offenses win titles 
By Luke Winn 


The Broncos 


Von Miller & Co. blew up Cam Newton’s 
presumed coronation party, leaving 
us to ponder: Will we ever see another 
championship D this good? 

By Greg Bishop 

PRO BASKETBALL 


Dirk Nowitzki 


The Mavericks’ forward is notorious for his intensity, 
but that hasn't kept him from enjoying the ride 
By Chris Ballard 


LONGFORM 


Bushwacker 


Sharing a bond as deep as any 
trainer and athlete, Kent Cox 


MILLERINSTINCT COLLEGE FOOTBALL 


The Broncos' Signing Day 


Wide oa tse No. 1 prospect Rashan Gary finally picked а 
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way to the Super 


MOTOR SPORTS 


Kyle Busch 
After a harrowing crash, the controversial driver 
PHOTOGRAPH BY j 
Jed Jacobsohn stamped himself as one of NASCAR's very best 
For Sports Illustrated By Andrew Lawrence 


Bowl MVP award. 
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Donald Miralle for 
Sports Illustrated 
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The Cowboys’ 


legendary quarterback discusses how 
a heartbreaking loss to the Colts in 
Super Bowl V spurred his Hall of Fame career 


I was 
backup to quarterback 
Craig Morton [in 1970]. 
I thought maybe I 
would get the chance 
to play a little bit [in 
Super Bowl V], because 
he did have some injury 
issues, but I didn’t. The 
game was tight. It was 
a close game all the way 
until the end [when 
Jim O’Brien kicked a 
32-yard field goal with 
five seconds left, to give 
the Colts a 16-13 win]. 
After the game we were 
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coming back on the team 
plane, and I told Coach 
[Tom] Landry that I 
really needed to be traded 
if I didn’t get a chance 
to play someday. That 
was a big turning point 
for me because if we had 
won the game—and I 
did want us to win—[I 
could have gone to 
another team] and my 
life could have changed. 
After losing the game, 
[Landry] told both me 
and Craig [who threw 
three interceptions] that 


-Roger Staubach 


we would be competing 
for the starting job in 
1971. So Super Bowl V 
was a tough loss, but 

it also gave me an 
opportunity to start and 
play in Super Bowl VI. 
Iwas a nervous wreck 
that whole week. 

When we got down to 
New Orleans, I was in 
Coach Landry's room 
every night. His wife 
finally said to him, “Let 
the guy alone.” [After 
beating the Dolphins 
24-3], a couple of guys 
were carrying Coach 
Landry off the field, 
and you could see the 
smile on his face. Me?I 
was just excited about 
being the quarterback 
[Staubach was 12 of 19 
for 119 yards and two 
touchdowns] on the 
team that had been 
fighting for years to 

try to win its first 


Super Bowl. 


For more of Staubach’s 
interview, plus the SI Now 
archive, go to SL.com/sinow 
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WBO welterweight champ 
Timothy Bradley on facing 
Manny Pacquiao for the 
third time, on April 9 
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(®) EPISODE: FEB. 2 


SI’s Joan Niesen talks 
about LSU’s ace recruiting 
class and the pressure on 
coach Les Miles 


(>) EPISODE: FEB. З 


SI’s Greg Bishop and Doug 
Farrar discuss whether 
49ers QB Colin Kaepernick 
would fit in with the Jets 


(>) EPISODE: FEB. 4 


Jaguars quarterback 
Blake Bortles explains 
why he’s no fan of 
playing in London 
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THIS IS THE 
ORD F-150 


AND EVERY OTHER 
TRUCK IS HISTORY 


THE ADVANTAGES OF ALUMINUM ARE HUGE 
Up to 700 165. lighter 
Most towing power* 
Best payload capacity** 
Highest gas mileage’ 
5-star safety rating" 


THE FORD F-150 


FORD.COM 


*Class is Full-Size Pickups undet 8,500 Ibs. GVWR разед оп Ford segmentation. When properly equipped with available 
3.5L EcoBoost® V6, 4x2. **Class is Full-Size Pickups under 8,500 lbs. GVWR based on Ford segmentation. When properly 
equipped with available 5.0L V8, 4x2. tEPA-estimated rating of 19 city/26 hwy/22 combined mpg, available 2.7L EcoBoost 
V6, 4x2. Actual mileage will vary. Class is Full-Size Pickups under 8,500 Ibs. GVWR based on Ford segmentation. 

Government 5-Star Safety Ratings are part of the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration’s New Car Assessment 
Program at www.safercar.gov. 


Try to avoid water higher than the bottom of the hubs and proceed slowly. Refer to your owner’s manual for detailed 
information regarding driving through water. 


Marked 
Manning 


E Broncos 
quarterback 
Peyton Manning 
(18) took 
advantage of 
superior protection 
to throw a seven- 
yard pass in the 
first quarter of 
Super Bowl 50 

in Santa Clara, 
Calif., on Sunday. 
Although he 

put up subpar 
numbers-13 
completions in 

23 attempts for 
141 yards and no 
touchdowns- 
Manning led Denver 
to a 24-10 win 
over the Panthers 
in his 293rd 

and likely last 
game (page 24). 
At 38, Manning 
became the oldest 
quarterback to win 
a Super Bowl. 
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Manning 
Of the 
Hour 


All eyes-and 
cameras and 
microphones-were 
trained on the QB 
in the aftermath 
of his 200th 
career win and 
second Super Bowl 
victory (tying him 
with his younger 
brother, Giants 
quarterback Eli). 
Despite indications 
from those close 
to him that he 
would retire after 


the game, the 
five-time NFL MVP 
said he would wait 
for the emotions 
to subside before 
making a decision. 
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Leading 
Off 


Isle of 
Manning 


After connecting 
onaee-yard throw 
in the third quarter, 
Manning trotted 
upfield to rejoin 
his teammates. 
While the Broncos’ 
offense converted 
just one of 14 
third downs, 
their top-ranked 
defense came up 
with seven sacks, 
four turnovers and 
a touchdown to 
spearhead the win. 
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ІМВОХ 


FOR FEB. 1, 2016 


It was a joy to read 
photographer Tony 
Tomsic’s remarks 

about the ambience at 
the first Super Bowl 
(LEADING OFF), describing 
it as being almost like a 
high school game, with 
none of today’s glitz. 
Keith Brescia, Falls Church, Va. 


CORRECTION: 

Due to an editing error in 
Reeling in the Wins in the 

Feb. 8, 2016, issue, we 
misidentified the city in which 
the University of Iowa is 
located. The Hawkeyes play in 


Iowa City. SI regrets the error. 


Steve Rushin's vision of Super Bowl 100 was 
a perfect storm of Kurt Vonnegut and Stanley 


Kubrick. Brilliant. Unsettling, but brilliant. 
Mark Hinshaw, Hobbs, N.M. 


If even half of what Rushin writes comes true, then, 
to quote The Who, "I hope I die before I get old." 


Bobby Horn, Stratford, Conn. 


After reading Rushin's masterly piece through 
twice, I'm still fascinated by the predictions, 
humored by the outrageous novelties and 
moved to ponder the morality of a game that 
I and many hold dear. 

Zach Weigel, Iowa City 


In his examination of Mets manager Terry Collins's 
crucial World Series Game 5 decision, Tom Verducci 
captured the unsurpassed thrill of October baseball and 
the sublime grace that 
can exist in defeat (This 
Is What Terry Collins 
Was Thinking). The 
computer could belch 
Out every statistical 
reason why starter 
Matt Harvey should 
have been pulled after 
the eighth. But humanity is 
what makes sports great. 
Bradley McPeek, Cincinnati 
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Lost in Greg Bishop's 
riveting account of 
the Broncos’ AFC 
championship win 
(La-D-Friggin’-Da) was 
the way linebacker 
DeMarcus Ware hit 
Tom Brady seemingly 
each time he dropped 
back in the fourth 
quarter. Rarely has a 
Super Bowl-starved 
star taken his destiny 
into his own hands 
as Ware did. 


Sam Fiano 
Fairfield, Conn. 


SCORECARD 

It is mystifying 

that so many give 

GM David Griffin 

a pass for the 
Cavaliers’ mess. I 
carry no brief for fired 
coach David Blatt, but 
Griffin is the one who 
has the franchise 

on the fast track to 
disappointment. 
Michael Coffino 

San Francisco 


POINT AFTER 
Michael Rosenberg 
could have been 
clearer that it wasn’t 
Flint’s decision to 
switch its water 
supply. The state 

of Michigan is 
responsible for 

this travesty. 

Brian Smith 

Ann Arbor, Mich. 


Letters E-mail SI at letters@SI.timeinc.com or fax SI at 212-467-2417. Letters should include the writer's full name, address and home telephone number and may be edited for 
SPORTS ҮШ clarity and space. Customer Service and Subscriptions For 24/7 service, go to Sl.com/customerservice. Call 1-800-528-5000 or write to SI at Р.О. Box 30602, Tampa, FL 33630- 


0602. To purchase reprints of SI covers, go to Slcovers.com. Advertising For ad rates, an editorial calendar or a media kit, email SI at Slpubqueries@timeinc.com. 
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As a naval aviator, test pilot and astronaut, Mark Kelly has been 
recognized for his courage and determination. A true pioneer, 
he appreciates the innovation, craftsmanship and utility of the 
Exospace B55, the first Breitling connected chronograph. This 
multifunction electronic instrument, powered by an exclusive 
COSC chronometer-certified caliber, reinvents the connected 
watch by dedicating it to the service of aviation professionals. 
Performance, functionality, and reliability. Welcome to the world 
of tomorrow's technology. Welcome to our world. 


BREITLING BOUTIQUE 


575 MADISON AVENUE * NEW YORK 
AVENTURA MALL * MIAMI 
THE FORUM SHOPS AT CAESARS * LAS VEGAS 
THE MALL. AT MILLENIA * ORLANDO 


WELCOME TO OUR WORLD 
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College Basketball 
Pitino Speaks 


Going Viral 


The Zika virus spreading through 
Brazil and the Americas will do more 


than the Olympics ever could 


to bring the world together 
BY ALEXANDER WOLFF 


THE OLYMPICS ARE 

supposed to make 
our world seem smaller, 
to underscore the things 
we have in common—and 
therein lies the irony of the 
mosquito-borne Zika virus 
spreading through Brazil 
and much of the Americas 
less than six months before 
the Rio Olympics. It's as if 
the pestilence materialized 
to one-up the Games 
themselves. Last week the 
World Health Organization 
certified Zika as a *public 


health emergency of 
international concern," 
putting the disease on 
the same level as Ebola 
in 2014. The designation 
touched off a parallel 
outbreak of anxiety, one 
that may do more to foster 
solidarity among humanity 
than anything the IOC 
could hope to achieve with 
the Olympic movement. 
Global worry follows as 
much from what we don't 
know about Zika as from 
what we do. The virus 
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was discovered nearly 

70 years ago in a monkey 
in Uganda. Yet infected 
people showed relatively 
mild symptoms and 
usually recovered within 
a week, so researchers 
back-burnered work into 
Zika's epidemiology as 
well as the development of 
a vaccine, which remains 
years and hundreds of 
millions of dollars away. 
Here's what we think we 
know: The virus seems 
to lead to microcephaly— 


Extra 
Mustard 


Edited by ЧІМ GORANT - TED KEITH 


abnormal smallness of 
the head—in newborns; it 
has been associated with 
Guillain-Barré syndrome, 
a potentially fatal 
autoimmune condition 
marked by a spreading 
paralysis in men and 
women of all ages; and 
there is now evidence 
that it can be transmitted 
sexually. Last week 
officials in greater Dallas 
confirmed that a resident 
had contracted the disease 
from a sexual partner 
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Faces in the 
Crowd 


just back from Venezuela. 
Suddenly those obligatory 
pre-Olympic references to 
condom stockpiles in the 
athletes' village take on 
relevance beyond the usual 
nudge and wink. 

Charles Chiu, director 
of the Viral Diagnostics 
and Discovery Center at 
UC San Francisco, believes 
the 2014 FIFA World Cup 
in Brazil accelerated Zika's 
spread. “Now that the virus 
is endemic [there], the worry 
is that [people] may come to 
Brazil for the Olympics and 


Trading Blake Griffin 


The Case for 


with a dose of skepticism. 
With its lagoons and 
improvised drainage, Rio in 
its natural state is a theme 
park for Aedes aegypti, the 
main mosquito that carries 
the virus in Brazil. But as a 
result of Olympics-related 
construction and the razing 
of favelas, the city today 
features even more of the 
standing water in which 
the insect breeds. Moreover, 
the soccer competition— 
women’s teams are 
composed entirely of players 
of child-bearing age—will 


Jim Harbaugh 


The circle of concern will encompass 
everyone. And it will include 
the fate of the host country itself. 


then take it back to their 
home countries,” he says. If 
an infected Olympic visitor 
were to return home and be 
bitten by a mosquito, that 
airborne “vector” could 
spread the virus with its 
next bite. 

So far the Olympic 
establishment is reacting 
with its usual the-Games- 
must-go-on bravado. But 
comments by IOC president 
Thomas Bach (he’s 
“very confident” that the 
Rio Olympics will be safe 
for athletes and spectators 
alike) and Jacques 
Wagner, the chief of staff 
to Brazilian president 
Dilma Rousseff (“zero 
risk if you are not a 
pregnant woman") 
should be regarded 


extend to five other cities, 
including Manaus, which is 
known as “the jungle city.” 
The Aedes aegypti is most 
active at dawn and dusk, 
the latter a popular time for 
people to be out and about. 
Says one U.S. women’s 
soccer player, “It’s definitely 
worrisome. But at the end 
of the day I think there are 
a lot of things that come 
up pre-Olympics that are 
concerns, and this is kind of 
a bigger concern than it was 
with smog in Beijing [site of 
the 2008 Summer Games] 
and potential terrorist 
attacks in London [12].” 
Until recently, worries 
about disease in Rio 
extended primarily to 
the rowers, sailors and 
open-water swimmers 


Dan Patrick 


vulnerable to poor water 
quality (SI, Aug. 17, 2015). 
Now the circle of concern 
will encompass everyone. 
And it will include the 

fate of the host country 
itself. When Brazil won the 
right to stage the Games 

in 2009, the nation's 
citizens exulted in their 
validation as major global 
players. What a difference 
a few years makes. To 

treat an explosion of 
microcephalic infants and 
Guillain-Barré victims 
would be a challenge for 
any nation, but it will put 
extraordinary strain on 

a public health system 
already teetering as a result 
of a struggling economy. 

But the impresarios of 
international sport aren't 
easily deterred. FIFA 
still seems inured to the 
reported deaths in Qatar of 
hundreds—and by kickoff 
of the 2022 World Cup, 
perhaps thousands—of 
migrant workers as a 
result of an entirely man- 
made crisis: the reckless 
and exploitative venue 
construction. 

Here is solidarity, even 
if it's not the kind that the 
Lords of the Rings like to 
invoke: In the same way 
Zika could infect Michael 
Phelps as easily as any 
favela dweller, the virus 
now associated with Brazil 
is winding up at many 
distant doorsteps. Rio may 
be the Olympic host, but in 
a twisted take on the spirit 
of the Games, we are all 
prospective hosts now. 
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Points scored by 
Minnesota’s Rachel 
Banham on Sunday, tying 
the women’s Division I 
record for mostina 
game. The senior shot 
19 of 32 from the field 
and 14 of 16 at the line 

in the Golden Gophers’ 
112-106 double-overtime 
win at Northwestern. 


Time, in $ 


seconds, it 

took Arsenal 

to score twice on 
Sunday after going 
the previous 
328 minutes NT 
against EPL 

opponents without one. 
Mesut Üzil and Alex 
Oxlade-Chamberlain 
scored as Arsenal beat 
Bournemouth 2-0. 
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Triple doubles, with 
blocks, for the Heat’s 
Hassan Whiteside since 
joining Miami in November 
2014. No other player 
has even one such triple 
double in that 
time. Whiteside 
had 10 points, 

10 rebounds and 10 
blocks in a 98-95 
win at Charlotte 

last Friday. 
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SCORECARD 


Sour 16 


Rick Pitino оп 
Louisville's scandal 
and postseason ban 


LAST FRIDAY, 

Louisville announced 
it was banning its men’s 
basketball team from 
the 2016 ACC and NCAA 
tournaments. The move 
comes amid ongoing 
school, NCAA and criminal 
investigations into charges 
made by former escort 
Katina Powell, who alleged 
in her book, Breaking 
Cardinal Rules, that 
she brought prostitutes 
(including her daughters) to 
a campus dorm to entertain 
recruits during their official 
visits to Louisville from 2010 
to 14. Powell alleges that 
the parties were arranged 
by Andre McGee, Pitino’s 
former player who served 
as the Cardinals’ director of 
basketball operations. (In 
October, McGee called the 
allegations “false.”) 

Pitino discussed the 
situation with SI on 
Sunday. (For more, go to 
SI.com/pitinoQ&A.) 

—Seth Davis 


SI: Were you shocked by 
the decision? 

RP: I was shocked because, 
while it was always something 
that was hovering, I’ve been 
gearing our team up for the 
NCAA tournament. The 
worst part was when I had 
to face the players. 

SI: Do you disagree 

with it? 

RP: I don’t disagree with 
anything that [athletic 
director] Tom Jurich does. I 


called him Friday morning 
and said, “Do we want to 
take some time and think 
about it?” He said, “I know 
how down you are about 
this, but we’ve got to do it.” 
SI: You've said that you do 
not believe postseason 
bans are fair. Why? 

RP: The system is broken. 
Now, if these players were 
responsible for this, then 
they don’t deserve to play in 
the tournament. My opinion 
is the school should be fined 
$10 million. The coach 
should have to take a hit in 
his salary. The kids should 
not be penalized. 

SI: Wouldn't it be more 
fair to the current players 
to put the postseason 
ban in place for 2017? 

RP: Tom has to go by 

the rules. This is what 

the NCAA wants every 
university to do. They 

don’t want you to take the 
penalty down the road. 

SI: Do you know the 
information that was 
found that led to this 
decision? 
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No Dancing 

The coach 
says he was 
“shocked” by 
the decision. 


RP: No. I don’t know, and 
they won’t let me know. 
SI: Do you know when the 
school committee plans 
to interview you? 

RP: I haven’t been notified 
yet, but it will be soon. I'm 
looking forward to talking 
to them. 

SI: You have denied that 
you knew about this. 
There are a lot of people 
who believe that either 
you knew or you didn’t 
want to know, but either 
way you are responsible. 
What's your response 

to that? 

RP: First, I don't believe 
there's one coach that ever 
coached at this level that 
would tolerate it for one 
second. 

The reason that I didn't 
know was everybody had 
so much fear of what would 
happen if I ever found out. 
They all know their jobs, 
their scholarships would 
have been pulled. 

The second thing is, this 
took place in a dormitory 
that I built in my brother- 


in-law’s name in honor of 
his legacy after [he was 
killed on] 9/11. I wouldn't 
let anybody break a chair in 
that place without coming 
down hard on them. 

But I do understand this 
thinking because I had the 
same reaction at first. 

SI: How many times did 
you talk to Andre after 
the book came out? 

RP: Only one time, and 

he misled me. I was 
screaming, saying, “How 
can you do something like 
this?” He said, “Coach, all I 
did was have these women 
come over, and they just 
listened to music.” 

That was the last time 
I spoke to him. He got 
himself a lawyer, and I 
never spoke to him again. 
The NCAA also asked me 
not to speak to him until 
the investigation is over. 

SI: Are you fully 
committed to remaining 
at Louisville? 

RP: I'm more passionate 
today than Гуе ever been. 

I think I enjoy teaching as 
much as I’ve ever enjoyed 
it. If I believe in my heart 
that Louisville is better off 
without me, I would leave 
yesterday. 

SI: How concerned are 
yau that there will be 
mare revelations and, 
therefore, more penalties? 
RP: What we did was as 
harsh a penalty as anything 
Гуе ever witnessed. Now if 
there’s something else that 
we don’t know about, then 
that’s another problem we 
have. But I truly think a 
lot of us will be vindicated 
when the NCAA comes out 
with its findings. People at 
Louisville know that I am 
telling the truth. 
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А CAR WEBSITE FOR PEOPLE WHO DIDN’T KNOW 
THEY’D LIKE A CAR WEBSITE 


It’s not really a car website. It is, of course, but it’s so much more than that-bigger, more expansive, extensive. It’s cars and 
space exploration. Aviation. Travel. Photography, adventure, and politics. Food, picnics and road trips. Great photography 
and smart commentary. What to pack. Where to go. What to buy for your first, second and third car. The gear to get you 
there. The innovations and outsiders that bring the enjoyment. And, inevitably, occasionally, a scandal. 


THEDRIVE.COM is brought to you by the company that already brings you FORTUNE.COM, PEOPLE.COM 
and TIME.COM. It’s edited by the best automotive storytellers in the business. They came from the 

New York Times. They came from the New York Times bestseller list. They came from magazines like 
Maxim, Playboy, Road & Track, Car and Driver, Men’s Journal, Men’s Health, Rolling Stone, Esquire, Popular 
Mechanics, Popular Science, Fortune, Cycle World, Autoweek, Vanity Fair, Departures, GQ, Details-and more. 


WWW.THEDRIVE.COM 


@THEDRIVE @THEDRIVE @THEDRIVE 
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SCORECARD 


Race Is On 


The star of the new Jesse 
Owens biopic speaks out 


ON FEB. 18, Race 
brings the story of 
Jesse Owens's rise from 
Ohio State track and field 
star to Olympic hero at the 
1936 Summer Games to 
the big screen. It’s the first 
feature film about the man 


SIGN OF THE 
APOCALYPSE 


D-ITI Keuka who smashed records and 

College is racial barriers by winning 

changing its four gold medals in Adolf 

name to Wolves Hitler’s Berlin. : 

from Wolfpack SI chatted with actor : ; = =з 
after N.C. State Stephan James, 22, about 

threatened portraying Owens. learn how to tailor that to the first time. I could only 
legal action. —Christopher Chavez Jesse’s start and stride. imagine what it was like 


SI: How much did the 
Owens family help? 

SJ: Everybody knows the 
athlete he was, but we don’t 
know much about him as a 


with thousands of Germans 
in 1936. It’s on a street 
named Jesse Owens Allee, 
and there’s a lounge there 
with his photo everywhere. 


SI: What did you do to 
prepare for the role? 
SJ: There’s 

not much on YouTube, 


James Conner 


WVU-this guy 


me know what it was like 
at that time and how Jesse 
looked and talked. 

I also spent time at 
Georgia Tech training under 
coach Nat Page. I had done 
a little bit of track growing 
up in Toronto, and I had to 


much Jesse liked to dress 
up and smell good. He wore 
a lot of cologne. 

SI: What was it like 
walking into the Olympic 
stadium in Berlin? 

SJ: In that moment I was 
Jesse walking in there for 


Pitt back with so I watched Leni person. They provided that It was incredible to see that 
Hodgkin's Riefenstahl’s film Olympia, perspective. They became they haven't forgotten him. 
will play this which showcases the part of my family too. SI: Has the film 
fall: Farget 1936 Games. That helped They also told me how enhanced your 


appreciation for track? 
SJ: We went to the IAAF 
World Championships 

in Beijing with Jesse’s 
daughters. To hear what he 
means to guys like Usain 
Bolt and Justin Gatlin was 
inspiring. 
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THEY 
SAID IT 


| "WE JUST HOPE 
—. HE'S THE NEXT ARCHIE 
MANNING, YOU KNOW?" 


American Pharoah's trainer, commenting 
on the horse's career as a sire. 


Manu Ginobili 
He'll miss at 
least a month 
after surgery 
totreata 
testicular 
injury. There's 
no punch line. 
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SCORECARD 


The Original 
Miracle Man 


W Before the Miracle 
on Ice, there was the 
Forgotten Miracle: In 
1960, coach Jack Riley 
led the U.S. men’s hockey 
team—carpenters, 
salesmen and firefighters 
who were thought to have 
no chance—past three of 
the top teams in the world, 
Sweden, Canada and 
the Soviet Union, before 
beating Czechoslovakia to 
win America’s first gold 
medal in hockey. Riley 
died on Feb. 3 at 95. After 
serving as a Navy pilot 
during World War II, 
he became the hockey 
coach at West Point in 
750, а position he held for 
36 years, earning 542 wins 
and two NCAA Coach of 
the Year awards. His son 
Brian, Army’s current 
coach, said the three most 
important things to his 
father were family, serving 
his country and coaching 
the Black Knights. 
—Shannon Lane 
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Sam Colbray | Hermiston, Ore. | Wrestling 


Sam, a senior at Hermiston High, beat Century High's Jamarcus 
Grant 3-1 in overtime for the 195-pound title at Reser's Tournament 
of Champions in Hillsboro. The three-time state titlist and defending 
junior national champ, who's ranked No. 1 in the country at 195 by 
InterMat, was 36-1 through Sunday. Sam will wrestle at lowa State. 


Ashley Van Sickle | Arvada, Colo. | Basketball 


Ashley, a 5' 7" junior point guard at Ralston Valley High, had a qua- 
druple double in a 73-30 win over Bear Creek High, with 25 points, 
11 assists, 13 rebounds and 10 steals. At week's end she led Colo- 
rado's 5A players with 5.2 steals per game, tied for the lead with 
6.3 assists and averaged 17.2 points and 5.4 rebounds. 


Ben Торр | Cornelius, М.С. | Basketball 


Ben, a 6" 7" junior forward at Hough High, made all 19 of his shots 
from the floor (and sank his only free throw] to lead the Huskies to 

a 88-51 win over A.L. Brown High and breakthe state mark for field 
goal accuracy; the previous record was 18 for 18. Ben was averaging 
10.3 points on 59.4% shooting and 4.1 rebounds through Sunday. 


FACES IN THE CROWD 


Edited By ALEXANDRA FENWICK 


Natalie Hinds | Midland, Texas | Swimming 


Hinds, a senior at Florida, swam the 50-meter freestyle against 
Auburn in 26.10 seconds, a time that qualifies her for the Olympic 
trials. Last year she was the SEC champion in the 100-yard free and 
placed third in the event at NCAAs. A 16-time All-America, Hinds 
holds school records in the 50-yard free (21.55) and the 100 (46.94). 


Mikey Eyssimont | Littleton, Colo. | Hockey 


Eyssimont, a freshman forward at St. Cloud (Minn. State, had a goal 
and ап assist in a 5-2 win over Bemidji State for the North Star College 
Cup title. He also scored twice with an assist in a 5-4 semifinal victory 
over Minnesota State. Eyssimont, who had eight goals and 13 assists 
in his first 29 games, was named the Cup's most outstanding player. 


Allie Ostrander | Kenai, Alaska | Indoor Track and Field 


Ostrander, a freshman at Boise State, won the 5,000 meters at 

the Washington Invitational—her first SK race ever on a track—in 
15:21.85, the top time in the nation this season and the third-fastest 
indoor SK in collegiate history on an oversized track. She was the 
Division І cross-country runner-up in 2015. 


Nominate Now VY 


To submit a candidate for Faces in the Crowd, go to Sl.com/faces 
For more on outstanding amateur athletes, follow (951 Faces on Twitter. 
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Just because you don't see it, 
doesn't mean it isn't there. 


Introducing the newly redesigned Volkswagen Passat with Blind Spot Monitor, one 0 


of seven available Driver Assistance features* Passat. Where family happens. When equipped with 
у РР optional Front Assist Volkswagen 


Simulated image. "Driver Assistance features are not substitutes for attentive driving. See Owner's Manual for further details and important limitations. For more information, visit www.iihs.org. ©2016 Volkswagen of America, Inc. 


SCORECARD 


The Case for... 


Trading 


Blake Griffin 


BY ANDREW SHARP 


THE CLIPPERS WOULD 

be crazy to trade five-time 
All-Star forward Blake Griffin. 
Everyone knows this. The NBA 
belongs to its best players, and 
the 6' 10" Griffin is better and 
younger (26) than any star 
Los Angeles could possibly get 
in return. Deal him for role 
players and draft picks, you 
say? Ask the Thunder how that 
worked with James Harden. 
Seven years after the Clippers 
made him the No. 1 pick, Griffin 
has transformed them from a 
Jay Leno punch line to a serious 
marker on the NBA map. He 
helped lure point guard Chris 
Paul to L.A. in 2011, and he'll 
attract other stars if Paul ever 
leaves. You don’t unload players 
who can turn your entire 
franchise around. 

And yet... If there's one move 
every NBA fan should be rooting 
for as the Feb. 18 trade deadline 
approaches, it's for the Clippers 
to deal Griffin. 

Ship him to Celtics for Avery 
Bradley, Jae Crowder and draft 
picks. Send him to the Heat for 
Chris Bosh and Justise Winslow. 
Pack him off to the Knicks, put 
him in Madison Square Garden 
next to Kristaps Porzingis, and let 
Paul and Carmelo Anthony finish 
their careers chasing rings in L.A. 

Any of these swaps would 
instantly make the Clippers 
more fun and the rest of the 
league more interesting. Lob 
City, the name Griffin bestowed 
on the team after Paul's arrival, 
feels as if it began 10 years ago. 
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Each spring since has brought 
a playoff failure more horrific 
than the preceding one, and 
with the Warriors and the Spurs 
scorching through the West, the 
prospects for this postseason 
don't look much better. Paul is 
basically the hero in a Greek 
tragedy at this point. Starting 
center DeAndre Jordan nearly 
fled for Dallas as a free agent last 
off-season before his teammates 
emoji'ed him to come back. The 
offense still stalls at the end of 
close games, just as it has in the 
playoffs, and the Clippers are 
winless against the league's top 
four teams. We know how this 
story ends. 

Trade Griffin, and projecting 
the future becomes more fun. 


Ship him 
to the 
Celtics, 
the Heat — 
or the 
Knicks. 
It would 
make the 
league 
more 
і interesting. | 


This has nothing to do with his 
history of injuries or his recent 
altercation with the team's 
assistant equipment manager, 
in which he broke his right 
hand, sidelining him until late 
February at the earliest. It's 
what his time off the court has 
revealed about the rest of the 
Clippers' roster. In a smaller 
lineup, Paul can be surrounded 
by shooters and terrorize 
defenses off the pick-and-roll; 
the added space in the paint 
and increased pace makes 

him even deadlier. Meanwhile, 
freed to work on his own down 
low, Jordan turns into a more 
imposing Dennis Rodman, 
anchoring the defense, finishing 
alley-oops and ruling the boards. 

Possessions that typically 
ran through Griffin now run 
through everyone, with jumpers 
raining down from everywhere. 
On Jan. 31 the Clippers whipped 
passes all over the court to torch 
a top five Bulls defense 120-93. 
Now imagine that offense 
with perimeter reinforcements 
(Bradley and Crowder? Bosh? 
Anthony?) from a potential 
Griffin trade. 

While we're dreaming, put 
Griffin in Boston. Or in Miami. 
Or in New York. He's one of the 
most complete players in the 
NBA, capable of carrying an 
offense and turning defenses 
inside out with scoring or 
passing. On a team built around 
his skills, Griffin could be even 
more potent. The NBA would 
be adding a contender for years 
to come, while Paul and Jordan 
would Бе weaponized for a few 
more runs at the top of the West. 

Crazy? Sure. But what's 
the alternative for coach 
and president of basketball 
operations Doc Rivers and the 
Clippers? Doing the same thing 
and expecting different results? 
That's insane. 
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SCORECARD 


GUEST SHOTS 


SAY WHAT? > JUST MY TYPE 


Farmer @ Interview by DAN PATRICK any wooden nickels!” Then 


NFL QB off wed go. [Laughs.] 
Ryan Leaf, DP: How old were you? Five? 
who JH: I was in first grade. John 
was released DAN PATRICK: Are those game- was in third grade. [Laughs.] 
from prison in day Michigan khakis? Would DP: Did he turn you into you? 
December 2014 you wear those on game day? JH: Yeah, in so many ways. 
after serving two JIM HARBAUGH: These are not I’ve always done exactly 
years for burglary game-day khakis. [Laughs.] what he's told me, exactly 
and drug charges, They're fancy khakis. how he told me to do it, over 
told me he sees a lot DP: How amazing is it that and over and over, and I 
of himself in Johnny your wardrobe took off? keep having success as a 
Manziel. "It feels JH: Well, most college coaches result. It just seems like 
like I’m holding up wear khakis, sooo. ... а good template, so I'm 
a mirror," Leaf said. ОР: І know, but what does going to stay with it. 
“When | hear some that say about us that we're DP: Any differences 
of his stories, | go, fascinated by your clothes between the way you 
,my or by your lack of style? played quarterback and 
! | did JH:Ithink that [my style] the way you coach? 
m was the big one. People like JH: Sure. Playing, you're 
iors to make fun of me because physically competing. 
point guard Steph Ituck in my sweatshirts. Coaching, you're an adviser. 
Curry joked about DP: Did your dad [Jack] It's more like a teacher. 
how coach Steve do that when he coached You're telling people what 
err still gets angry [college football]? to do, how to do it and 
during timeouts. JH: Uhhh, I don't know... demonstrating it. Then 
"| shouldn't be probably. I think from the you let them do it, then tell 
aughing,” said late '90s to the first of the them what they did right 
Curry. "But we're 20005 everybody had their and what they could do 
46-4 and our coach shirts untucked. It was cool better. Then you let them 
is breaking white to be untucked. I just figured do it again. [As a coach] 
boards in the huddle. I would go the opposite way. you're not the rock star; 
guess things are DP: Your dad was intense and you're kind of the roadie. 
never too good." ... priceless when he came here DP: How did you get Derek 
Texans defensive end [to The Dan Patrick Show]. Jeter and Tom Brady to come 
J.J. Watt Was he like that at home in [for National Signing Day]? 
said his [when you were a kid]? JH: Jeter is from Kalamazoo, 
\ Gy ! гесепі JH: Yeah. Both parents Mich. We wanted something 
groin made everything exciting. JIM HARBAUGH that was going to be a 
injury was worse Everything was fun and [Michigan] celebration. We 
than he originally enthusiastic. We'd get BUCKING had Tom Brady and Jake 
thought. "I had a dropped off at school, my THE TREND Ryan, former Michigan 
ot done. | actually brother [John] and I, and STEM players, plus [WWE wrestler] 
have six incisions, my dad would say, “GRAB ШИ RR d Ric Flair. There was a 
so there's a lot going YOUR LUNCHES! ATTACK RERE кер celebrity atmosphere, sure, 
on down there. It’s THIS DAY WITH AN (page 86], credits his but I thought everything 
not good down there ENTHUSIASM UNKNOWN enthusiasm—and his that was Michigan was also 
at all right now." TO MANKIND!” And then khakis—to his dad. on display. 
Sag 
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PPENED AS САМ NEWTON WASHTABBING TOWARD 
ER BOWL CORONATION: VON MILLER AND THE 
e~ BRONCOS’ DEFENSE BLEW UP THE NARRATIVE (NOT TO. MENTION EVERY 
- PLAY THE PANTHERS CALLED). WHILE PEYTON MANNING ADMIRES HIS 
SECOND RING AND DECIDES IF HE'S THROWN HIS LAST PASS, PONDER 
THIS: WILL WE EVER SEE ANOTHER SUPER BOWL DTHIS 60087 — 


By Greg Bishop 


A FUNNY THIN 
A PRESUMED S 


Photograph by 
Walter Tooss Jr. for Sports Illustrated 
- -è - 


mc ^ t< ~ 


EARN YOUR STRIPS 
Miller's two forced fumbles, 

in the first and fourth quarters, 
led to 15 crucial points: a 
return TD on the former and 

а rushing score three plays 
after the latter. 


SUPER BOWL 50 BRONCOS 


EFORE THE motorized cart that 
idles outside the Broncos’ locker 
room can whisk Von Miller away 
on his victory lap, there remains 
one important logistical matter 
to take care of. Which explains 
why the outside linebacker just 
stands there, wearing nothing 
but two towels, and asks no one 
in particular, “What happened to 
my pants?” 

Behind him, his locker resem- 
bles the Panthers’ offense for most 
of Super Bowl 50: cluttered and 
disorganized. In both cases the mess is largely of Miller’s making. Beats 
headphones, three diamond-studded gold chains, a backpack, sparkly 
sneakers, empty Gatorade bottles and two pairs of grass-stained cleats. A 
diamond earring worth roughly the cost of a Camry rests on the floor. “I 
thought that if you win MVP, they pack all that s--- up,” he says, laughing. 

The Most Valuable Player of Denver's 24-10 triumph over Carolina 
sorts through the disarray, hoping to avert the worst Super Bowl ward- 
robe malfunction since Janet 
Jackson flashed America at half- 
time 12 years ago. Miller eyes a 


EYEING HIS CLUTTERED LOCKER, 


sequined black-and-gold jacket 


MILLER SAID, “I THOUGHT THAT IF YOU 


that looks like something Janet's 
brother Michael might have worn 


WIN МУР THEY PACK ALL THAT S--- UP.” 


in the *Thriller" video, even if 
this championship tilt was de- 
cidedly not that. “I might as well,” Miller smiles, as he tugs the coat on. 

He locates the cart in a tunnel outside the locker room and takes 
shotgun, and while there are only two seats, somehow seven people 
manage to hang on. The sagging four-wheeler speeds through the bowels 
of Levi's Stadium in Santa Clara, Calif., onto the field, over piles of gold 
confetti, hurtling toward the NFL Network's set. Michael Irvin wants a 
picture. So does Marshall Faulk. But first, the cart is mistakenly thrown 
into reverse, its incessant beeping only adding to the symphony of chaos. 

Somehow, Miller remains composed. He adjusts his black-and-gold 
bow tie. On the ride, he is asked about everything he went through, 
the mistakes he made, the obstacles he overcame. ... The torn ACL in 
his right knee that forced him to miss Super Bowl XLVIII, where the 
Seahawks hammered his teammates 43-8 two years ago. The six-game 
suspension that same season for violating the NFL’s drug policy. (Miller 
maintained then that he did *nothing wrong.") And even further back, 
to his early years at Texas A&M, when coaches tried to convert him from 
linebacker to fullback and suspended him from the spring game of his 
second season on account of his immaturity. 

On that afternoon, eight years ago, he pointed his pickup toward 
his hometown of DeSoto, Texas. He made it only as far as Hearne, 
140-odd miles from home, when his father, Von Sr., called and insisted 
that his namesake turn the car around. 

Miller cried that day, just as he shed tears the night before the Super 
Bowl as he listened to DeMarcus Ware and Peyton Manning address 
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OUT WITH THE OLD 

... doubt with the new. Manning's ho-hum 
(last?) performance was expected, but 
Newton's sloppy game and postgame pouting? 
Twitter found that more concerning. 


the Broncos. He knew that Ware had endured 11 sea- 
sons before reaching the title game. He knew that 
Manning could be playing in the final contest of his 
18-year career. He listened as both players outlined 
how rare an opportunity lay in front of them, how 
much it meant, and he wanted to “run onto the field 
and hit someone right then.” 

The hitting had to wait until Sunday, when bawl- 
ing turned to balling and Miller made the Panthers' 
offensive line resemble a row of subway turnstiles. He 
finished with 2% sacks, six tackles, a pair of forced 
fumbles, two hurries and a pass defended. Altogether, 
Denver's defense racked up seven sacks, tying the 
Super Bowl record shared by the 1985 Bears and the 
"75 Steelers. It also gave the offense an early cushion 
when, eight minutes into the game, Miller barreled 
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around right tackle Mike Remmers, ripped the ball from Newton’s grasp 
and watched as defensive end Malik Jackson recovered the fumble in 
the end zone for a touchdown and a 10-0 lead. 

An international audience of 111.9 million witnessed what Miller 
first showcased when he pointed that truck back toward A&M, totaling 
31 sacks over the next three seasons. “His athleticism was like watching 
The Matrix,” says Dave Kennedy, his strength coach with the Aggies. 
“He could bend so far backward he could limbo under an 18-inch bar. 
He was a freak among freaks.” 

The freak show continued in Santa Clara, right down to the moment Miller 
injured his left knee while chasing Newton in the third quarter, slipped on 
a brace and then went back out and continued chasing and sacking and 
mocking Newton’s signature celebration with dab after triumphant dab. 

The cart finally maneuvers toward the Broncos’ team buses, where his 
family waits. But Von Miller’s Wild Ride is not over. Not by a long shot. 

“People called me undersized,” he says. “I didn’t weigh enough. Play 
fullback. All these things. I always knew Га end up here. I spoke this 
into existence.” 


F THE final minutes of the 50th Super Bowl were also the final 
minutes of what was undoubtedly a Hall of Fame career, then 
the Broncos’ quarterback provided America with one last Peyton 
Manning Face. This was the stoic Peyton: The QB stood on the 
sideline—by himself,- and yet surrounded by TV cameras—gazing into 
the distance. He didn’t appear to be looking anywhere but inward. 
The game he played against the Panthers well represented his 
season: a meager 13 of 23 completions, 141 passing yards, an intercep- 
tion and two fumbles (one lost), and only one third-down conversion 
in 14 attempts. Denver’s 194 offensive yards were the fewest by any 
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team ever to win a Super Bowl. But those weren’t 
the numbers that mattered. 

What mattered was 39, Manning’s age, which 
makes him the oldest starting passer to win the 
Big Game. What mattered was two, as in the num- 
ber of franchises he has led to championships, an 
NFL first. What mattered was 200, as in his NFL 
victory total, vaulting him past Brett Favre for the 
most ever by a quarterback. “This game was like 
this season,” Manning said. “It tested our toughness, 
our resilience and our unselfishness.” 

And to think, for Manning, it almost never hap- 
pened. At the conclusion of last season, he flew to 
New Orleans to assess his future with both his family 
and his trainer, Mackie Shilstone. The year had ended 
poorly. The night before the Broncos had played the 
Chargers in mid-December, Manning was so sick 
that he required four bags of IV fluids. Then he tore 
a muscle in his right quad on a rollout while he was 
dehydrated. The injury bothered him the rest of the 
season, so much so that his father, Archie, says, “т 
not sure he should even have been playing." The 
Broncos—listless, lifeless—fell to Manning's former 
team, the Colts, in the divisional round. 

Peyton actually considered retiring then, Archie 
says. Last January, Denver replaced coach John Fox 
with Gary Kubiak, an offensive guru who favored the 
run and deep throws and play-action when he passed— 
which, for the older, immobile Manning, didn't exactly 
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READY AND 
STEADY 


The Broncos’ defense was uniquely qualified 
to stifle the Panthers / BY GREG A. BEDARD 


When preparing for the Panthers’ offense, a 
eo defense needs to be ready for two things. The 

Broncos and coordinator Wade Phillips aced 
both in their 24-10 victory in Super Bowl 50. 

First-and this was no secret going into the дате- 

the Broncos had to limit the Panthers' multiple-run 
game, which features everything from traditional 
two-back lead plays to the triple option and zone 
read. Denver, which was the only Carolina opponent 
this season that had two weeks to prepare for Cam & 
Co., put the extra prep time to good use. With outside 
linebackers Von Miller and DeMarcus Ware blowing up 
most edge runs with disciplined angles, and defensive 
linemen Malik Jackson, Sylvester Williams and Derek 
Wolfe defeating one-on-one blocks on the interior, 
the Panthers couldn't sustain any ground game. Their 
running backs averaged just 3.5 yards per carry, 
and that lack of success early in the series created 
headaches later. The Panthers faced second-and- 


eight or longer on 23 of 26 second downs (88.4%), and 
17 of those were 10 yards or longer. They faced third-and- 
eight or longer 8196 of the time (13 of 16). 

That puts a lot of pressure on a passing offense, and 
the Broncos had a subtle wrinkle to keep the heat on 
there as well. The Panthers reached the Super Bowl, in 
good measure, because their running backs and tight ends 
often help in pass protection to give Cam Newton time 
in the pocket. As a result, 
most teams have difficulty 
generating pressure on 
Newton, and Carolina's 
33 sacks allowed was tied 
for 11th best in the NFL. 

Phillips used a subtle 
old-school tactic to free up 
his rushers: the green dog 
Or, as some teams call it, 
the hug blitz. When you play 
as much man coverage as 
Denver does, a linebacker 
and/or safety is assigned 
to cover a running back or 
tight end. Most teams have 
their coverage players lay 
off and assist elsewhere 
if their target stays in 
to block. But Phillips had 
his players, specifically 
linebackers Danny Trevathan 
and Brandon Marshall and 
safety T.J. Ward, play more 
aggressively and attack the 
line. Instead of being able to 
help block Miller or Ware, Carolina's backs and tight ends 
were often preoccupied with stopping green dog rushers. 

The Broncos used the green dog blitz on 14 occasions 
against the Panthers, which helped create the illusion 
of more blitzes, including the two biggest plays of 
the game. When Trevathan saw Panthers tight end Ed 
Dickson stay in and block with 5:57 left in the third 
quarter, he flew into the line, forcing Newton to rush 
his pass high to Ted Ginn; the ball was picked off by 
T.J. Ward. And with 4:16 remaining in the game, both 
Ward and Marshall initially ran toward Dickson and 
fullback Mike Tolbert, respectively, keeping them 
from helping on the edge. Miller was free to enjoy his 
advantageous one-on-one matchup with right tackle 
Mike Remmers and knock the ball free from Newton 
for the second time in the game. Ward recovered at 
the Panthers' nine-yard line, and 56 seconds later 
C.J. Anderson scored the game-icing touchdown. 
Denver's readiness had paid off in spectacular fashion. 


CAM PAIN SEASON 
Phillips (below) and the 
Denver D contained 
Newton (left) like few 
teams had all season. 
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SUPER BOWL 50 BRONCOS 


play to his strengths. “It was pretty obvious they were going to change 
systems,” Archie says, “and that was going to be a big transition for him.” 

Three factors cemented Manning’s return: He’d thrown 36 touchdowns 
before his injury; he thought he still had it. He liked that Kubiak preferred 
to run the ball. And he felt he’d recovered well from the thigh injury. 

The adjustment period in early 2015, though, looked like a blooper 
reel for a quarterback who had played one year too long. The Broncos’ 
run game sputtered. And the offense was further compromised when 
Manning aggravated the plantar fascia near his left heel. (It was already 
bothering Peyton, Archie says, at their Manning Passing Academy 
event last July.) In the first nine weeks Manning threw 17 interceptions 
(against just nine touchdowns), including four picks on Nov. 15 against 
the Chiefs, during which Kubiak did the unthinkable and benched him. 
“Those last couple games, he admitted to me that he shouldn’t have 
been playing,” says Archie. 

In the seven weeks that followed, general manager John Elway only 
saw Manning in one of two places: He was either in the trainer’s room, 
huddled with head trainer Steve Antonopulos, or on an empty practice field, 
throwing to Jordan Taylor, a rookie practice squad receiver whom Man- 
ning rewarded before Super Bowl week with a custom charcoal gray suit. 

The trick for Manning was staying off his foot enough to allow for it to 
heal while getting in enough work to remain sharp. He spoke regularly 
with Kubiak, providing almost daily updates, but Elway mostly left him 
alone. So did Manning’s older brother, Cooper, who says, “He was not in 
a great mood. He didn’t like being on the side, not working with the guys, 
missing the routine.” 

The twist: The time off benefited Manning in ways he could never have 
expected. It forced him to reflect on and adjust to a foreign role that would 
have sounded blasphemous two seasons ago. Peyton Manning, game man- 
ager. He didn’t need to win games so much as he needed not to lose them. 

Archie and his wife, Olivia, visited Manning in Denver around Christ- 
mas time. Father and son didn’t discuss the injury, or the benching, 
or The End. On Jan. 3, back at their home in New Orleans, Archie and 
Olivia watched the regular-season finale against the Chargers, and 
their son relieved Brock Osweiler, spurring a 27-20 comeback that 
secured the AFC’s top seed. “Peyton hasn’t enjoyed the year he’s had in 
other seasons,” says Archie. “But if he had one contribution to getting 
[Denver] to the Super Bowl, it was what he did that day.” 

Three weeks later, on the night before the Broncos played the favored 
Patriots in the AFC Championship game, Archie and Olivia took a mo- 
ment. Their eyes welled with tears as they acknowledged what Peyton 
refused to say publicly, even on Sunday night: that the game could be 
his last. Archie hugged his wife and said, “Hey, this really has been 
fun with this guy. Let’s see what happens.” 

The Broncos triumphed 20-18 as Manning tossed a pair of TDs to 
stake Denver to an early lead. The QB met afterward with family and 
friends in his private box at Mile High. They reminisced about 2012, when 
he signed with Denver, and how he’d sat beforehand with Elway, who 
looked Peyton in the eyes and promised he would do “everything in my 
power to make sure you finish your career the way I finished mine”—as 
a Super Bowl champion, an NFL mike drop. 

Four years later, Manning spent the week of Super Bowl 50 avoiding the 
R word. He didn’t discuss retirement with Archie, or with Cooper, or with 
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THE MANNING 


CLAN’S TAKE ON AN 
UNEXPECTED PLAYOFF 
RUN: THIS HAS BEEN 
FUN. LET’S SEE 

WHAT HAPPENS. 


2» 


MILLER TIME 

Von's first-quarter strip-sack and the 
resulting TD set a Super defensive tone, much 
as Seattle did with a first-minute safety 
against the Broncos two years ago. 


FROM LEFT: JED JACOBSOHN FOR SPORTS ILLUSTRATED; ROBERT BECK FOR SPORTS ILLUSTRATED 


his teammates. He sounded just about his age, sharing 
a story about how he’ll eventually need a hip replace- 
ment. He spoke of his right arm as if giving a eulogy: 
“My arm has not been the same since I was injured 
four years ago. . .. It’s got a few yards on it, miles on it.” 

But teammates—the defense in particular—didn’t 
need the Manning of five years ago. They just needed 
the Manning who came back in January, no longer 
great, but good enough. 


ROM 1969 until 2014, Wade Phillips spent 

every fall but one in the same place: on a 

sideline, overhauling defenses—high school, 

college, NFL—with the same principles he 
had learned from his revered father, Bum. Even as 
his hair went gray and his paunch expanded and his 
father died, he figured he would coach forever. He 
never wanted to do anything else. 

While the Broncos advanced to the Super Bowl 
following the 2013 season, the Texans fired Phillips, 
who after two-plus years as Houston’s defensive 
coordinator had spent two months as the team’s 
interim head coach. Phillips didn’t know what to do 
with the free time. He’s not a golfer, a reader or a 
traveler. “I had him taking out the garbage and going 
to the cleaners and running to the grocery store,” says 
his wife, Laurie. “He really wanted a job after that.” 

The Broncos, meanwhile, had already started a de- 
fensive renovation after Elway watched the Seahawks 
pour 43 points on his tepid D—Orange Mush?—in 
that Super Bowl ХІМПІ defeat. The GM doled out 
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$109.75 million in contracts to defensive free agents before the 2014 
season, inking Ware, cornerback Aqib Talib and strong safety T.J. Ward. 

When Phillips arrived a year later, in January 2015, he wasn’t the 
final piece of the defensive puzzle so much as the person who fit all 
the pieces together. He simplified the Broncos’ D, replacing Jack Del 
Rio’s complicated read-and-react approach with an aggressive but 
simple scheme based on one edict: attack the ball. He deployed Miller 
and Ware like twin tornados from the edges, mixed man and zone 
coverages, and sought out system players wherever he could find them, 
like backup safety Shiloh Keo, whom Phillips recruited after a Twitter 
exchange earlier this season. 

Then the 68-year-old unleashed his creation on the rest of the NFL. 
Denver led the league in total defense (283.1 yards per game), pass 
defense (199.6 ypg) and sacks (52). Against a Panthers offense that had 
scored 55 first-half points in playoff victories over Seattle and Arizona, 
and that featured the league MVP in Newton, Phillips clung to his plan. 
Miller and Ware leased an apartment Sunday in Carolina’s backfield. The 
Broncos intercepted Newton (only his third pick since Nov. 9), forced 
23 incompletions and took a 16-7 lead through three quarters behind 
three Brandon McManus field goals. 

The Panthers cut the deficit to within a TD after a 39-yard Graham 
Gano field goal with 10:21 remaining—but Denver sealed its conquest 
with Miller’s second strip-sack and then, three plays later, a two-yard 
plunge from running back CJ. Anderson, who fought for 90 yards on 
23 carries. Afterward the QB sulked and stalked out of his postgame 
press conference. (The league MVP also produced a GIF that will live 
in Super Bowl infamy when he pulled up, seeming to think better of at- 
tempting to recover a fourth-quarter fumble, as if Denver's D had gotten 
not just into the backfield but into his head.) 

Meanwhile, on the other side of a curtain drawn to separate the teams, 
Phillips climbed atop a podium and said his father would have been 
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proud that “we kicked the door down.” In his 45th season as a coach, 
in his first Super Bowl since 1990 (also as Denver’s coordinator), with 
four of his sisters screaming from the fifth row of the stands, he secured 
his first ring. 

“Not bad for an old man,” said Laurie. She meant her husband, but 
she just as easily could have meant Manning. Or Ware. ... Or two 
quarterbacks who roomed together on the road from 1983 to '91. 


OW THE hell did John Elway and Gary Kubiak end up here? 
With parallel paths that diverged and then rejoined. Because 
one man lost his father. Because the other suffered a mini- 
stroke on national television. 

As the 1983 NFL draft approached, Elway was the All-America quar- 
terback from Stanford who didn't want to play for the Baltimore Colts, 
owners of the No. 1 pick. Gary Kubiak had played the same position at 
Texas A&M, but his draft stock was . . . pretty much the opposite. Elway 
went No. 1 to the Colts, who one week later traded him to the Broncos, the 
same team that had taken Kubiak in the eighth round of the same draft. 

That's how this all started. The QBs bonded over The Andy Griffith 
Show, binge-watching in hotel rooms. They did everything together—golf, 
family dinners, film study, practices. Even their lockers were side by side. 

Sunday was the only day that their relationship wasn't that of equals. 
Elway was the star, the quarterback who led the Broncos to five Super 
Bowl appearances in 16 years. Kubiak? He aided Elway from the shad- 
ows, first as his backup, then as a coach, from 1995 to '98. Kubiak was 
Denver's offensive coordinator when Elway and the Broncos trounced 
the Falcons, 34-19, to win Super Bowl XXXIII in '99. He saw the physical 
toll the game had exacted on Elway, who missed four starts that final 
season with a hamstring injury and torn rib cartilage. Elway looked 
more relieved than elated at the end. 

While everyone pegged Kubiak for the head coach he would become 
(with the Texans in 2006), few expected Elway to remain in football. 
But a man like Elway, competitive to the core, can only play so much 
golf and buy so many car dealerships, and in '01 he decided to return. 
His father, Jack, died of a heart attack in April of that year, but before 
he passed, he spent the last month of his life with his son, passing on 
every lesson he learned over decades of coaching and scouting col- 
lege and professional football players. His final piece of advice: Build 
around a quarterback. 

In 2011, Broncos owner Pat Bowlen hired Elway (who first honed 
his management game with the AFL’s Colorado Crush, from ’03 to 
708) as his vice president of football 
operations. ^We could have given 
him a ceremonial role, where he — Й 
could have done his thing and been — 
around to offer advice," says Joe 
Ellis, Denver's CEO. *But he did 


not take kindly to that [idea]. John With 3+-уаги: BON 


quarter scurry, Anderson 


never took a half-baked approach tied Bobby Humphrey for the 
to anything. That isn't always the longest run in Denver's seven 
case with a guy of his stature. Super Bowl appearances. The 

“The fans had lost trust in our difference: Anderson & Co. 
football team,” Ellis goes on, allud- collected a trophy afterward. 
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ing to a 12-year period, after Elway retired, in which the Broncos won 
more than 11 games just once. “John opened the door to regain that trust.” 
Elway signed Manning from the Colts in 2012, the same quarterback 
who'd been drafted No. 1 in 1998, Elway's final season. True to his father's 
advice, the GM retooled around his franchise passer. That started with the 
defensive upgrades and continued when he fired Fox, replacing him with 
an old friend before this season. “John was doing that when he was play- 
ing,” says Terrell Davis, his former teammate. “John was the one putting 
players in the offense. I wouldn’t say he was in control of personnel, but 
basically, if you didn’t play [to John’s standards], you were out of there.” 
Kubiak had decamped to Houston from 2006 through "13. His record 
there when the Texans fired him: 61-64. Then there was the mini-stroke, 
suffered as he walked to the locker room at halftime of a Sunday Night 
Football game in his final season, when the then 52-year-old staggered 
and collapsed and his eyes rolled back in his head. He left the field on a 
stretcher and was taken to the hospital in an ambulance. The incident 
forever changed him. He cut back on his hours and delegated to assistants. 


SPECIAL DELIVERY 


As their QB struggled, the Broncos бої a boost from all 
phases of their kicking Same / BY AUSTIN MURPHY 


In his left hand Denver 
cornerback Aqib Talib 
held the Lombardi Trophy, 


pressing his face against the silver 
football while using his smartphone 
to Snapchat the moment with 

his right. “Wel’re] like twins!” he 
shouted, having noticed a similarity 
between the gleaming spheroid and 
his own bald cranium. Turning to 
address the trophy, he murmured, 
“T love you, baby.” 

He’d taken the Lombardi Trophy 
from a younger, far more anonymous 
Bronco who certainly had earned 
his time with the hardware. Kayvon 


legally assaulted by a pair of 
defensive backs known in special 
teams parlance as the vise. 
Against the Panthers, Webster 
and fellow sniper Cody Latimer 


“But the core of Kubiak,” says Davis, who spent Super 
Bowl week around his old team, “is still the same.” 
That’s what Elway wanted: a coach who kicked and 
screamed. A coach who wasn’t afraid to pull Manning 
when injury and age rendered him ineffective. Who 
wasn’t afraid to play Osweiler, an apprentice of four 
seasons who guided the Broncos down the stretch. 
In Week 15, Kubiak stood before his team fol- 
lowing a 34-27 road loss to the Steelers. Ellis had 
never seen him that emotional, and they’ve known 
each other for more than 20 years. “Are you guys 
in this thing?” Kubiak pleaded. “Are you with me?” 
The Broncos won their next four straight, each by 
seven points or fewer, mirroring the theme of their 
season—they went 11-3 in those contests, an NFL 
record for such wins—to reach the Super Bowl. 
“This season took 20 years off my life,” says Elway, 


one of his worst starts ever, he 
completed no touchdown passes 
and failed to convert on 13 of 14 
third downs. The Sheriff needed all 
the help he could get. 

That help came from the punt 
team. After tormenting New England 
inthe AFC title game, thrice 
pinning the Pats inside their own 
le-yard line, Colquitt took the field 
eight times on Sunday, averaging 
45.9 yards per punt. His near- 
identical net average—45.6 yards— 
reflected both his mastery of 
directional punting and the 
virtuosity of vise-breakers Latimer 
and Webster, who spent much of 
the game in the grill of Ted Ginn Jr., 
whose three returns totaled ... two 
yards. Eight of Carolina's 18 drives 
started inside the Panthers’ 20. 

Ginn’s Broncos counterpart, 
Jordan Norwood, returned just a 
single punt, but he made it count. 


Webster is a third-year backup to 
Talib who earns his salary on special 
teams. As a gunner, or sniper, on 
the punt team, it’s his job to sprint 
50 yards downfield while being 
clubbed, mauled and otherwise 


were superb, as was punter Britton 
Colquitt. They had to be. While 
Peyton Manning was likely playing 
the final game of his glorious 
career, the moment could have 
turned more bitter than sweet: In 


Charging forward to field a short 
Brad Nortman boot at his 47-yard 
line in the second quarter, Norwood 
weighed his options. “It entered my 
mind to fair-catch it,” he recalled, 
“but it left my mind pretty quickly.” 
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the first person in NFL history to win a Super Bowl as a 
QB and GM. “But Gary added what we needed: tough- 
ness. Our team may not always play well for 60 minutes. 
But we have played hard every game for 60 minutes.” 

Late Sunday night, after the confetti had fallen 
and the Lombardi Trophy had been hoisted, it was 
Kubiak whom reporters surrounded while Elway did 
his best to stay in the background. The band—Elway, 
Kubiak, Phillips, Ellis—was back together, silverware 
in hand. Everything was perfect. Except for one thing. 


By fielding a kick he had no 
business fielding, Norwood injected 
a smidgen of doubt in the minds of 
cover guys Teddy Williams and Ben 
Jacobs, who momentarily pulled up, 
wondering if a fair catch had been 


run down from behind by a 6' 3", 
260-pound defensive end. (Nice 
hustle, Mario Addison.) That play 
set up the second of three Brandon 
McManus field goals, this one 
providing the margin of victory. 


INUTES AFTER the end of Super Bowl 50, Broncos owner 

Pat Bowlen's wife, Annabel, their seven children and 

Pat's siblings all gather around a laptop. Pat is back in 

Colorado, staring back at his family from 1,250 miles 

away. They talk; he listens. Pat had watched the Super Bowl on the 

big-screen television in his bedroom, but no one in his family could 

know for certain whether he'd grasped what had taken place. *I like 
to think he could sense what was going on,” says Ellis. 

Before Alzheimer's disease robbed Bowlen of what he loved most—the 

Broncos—he competed in triathlons, ushered the NFL into its silly-money 

television era, helped NBC Sports' Dick 

сә, Ebersol create Sunday Night Football and 

chaired the league’s labor committee for 10 

К years. When he and Elway won their first 

; Super Bowl, in 1998, he held the Lombardi 

Trophy above his head and yelled, “This 

one’s for John!” 


While Webster (far left) helped 
hold Ginn to just two return yards, 
Norwood (11) exploded for a 61-yard 
run that set up the winning score. 


third quarter, doinking a 44-yard 
attempt off the right upright. And 
Nortman’s net average, on seven 
punts, was 33.4 yards, a full dozen 
shy of Colquitt’s. 

Colquitt, you may recall, is а 
member of the clan known as “the 
Mannings of punting.” Dustin, his 
older brother, does the job for the 
Chiefs. Craig, the patriarch, punted 
for the Steelers in Super Bowls XIII 
and XIV. Like Manning, all three 
starred at Tennessee. On Sunday, 
Britton was the best ex-Vol on the 
field. After the game there was 
Manning, taking pains to thank 
the “coaches, family members 
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semaphored and they’d missed it. 
Norwood’s 61-yard punt return 
was the longest in Super Bowl 
history, and almost certainly the 
only one in which a returner was 


Denver’s special teams dominance 
was comprehensive. While McManus 
didn’t miss, Panthers kicker Graham 
Gano kneecapped his team’s 
momentum four minutes into the 


and friends” who have supported 
him throughout his remarkable 
NFL journey. To top it off witha 
Super Bowl win, he noted, was 
“very special.” 
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Paul Tagliabue, the NFL’s commis- 
sioner from 1989 through 2006, saw the 
league change dramatically in four areas 
over his tenure—TV revenue, labor peace, 
stadium construction and international 
growth. “Pat might have been the only 
owner who had a major role in every one 

of those four areas,” Tagliabue says. “I 
Eg worked with over 100 owners. I would 
put Pat in the top five.” 

Those close to Bowlen don’t want to 
share publicly the details of his health. They just know that eventu- 
ally he stopped going to Denver’s practice facility every day—literally 
Monday through Sunday—unable to complete the ritual he’d followed 
for more than 25 years. 

At NFL owners’ meetings, Ellis sits in the seat that Bowlen once oc- 
cupied, right across the table from Cowboys oligarch Jerry Jones. “I like 
not to think about [the Alzheimer’s],” says Jones. “I still feel Pat’s presence 
sitting there across from me. I don’t want to think about it any other way.” 

“The disease is so wicked and unfair,” says Ellis. “Here’s a guy who 
had so much to offer, and the disease—it takes away your mind and it 
takes away your life. It took away what Pat loved more than anything. 
He loved this team. He loved his players. I should say loves. He would 
have said that this team has an esprit de corps. For him not to be able 
to share that anymore, it’s just not fair.” 

The Elway hire in 2011 was among the last major football decisions 
that Bowlen made. That led to Manning and the defensive overhaul 
and the return of Kubiak and Phillips, a chain of events that pro- 


Anderson’s capping two- 
yard plunge was а late 
reminder of the running 
game that, along with 
Denver's D, propped up 
its 38-year-old QB. 


duced a championship that today the owner may 
not comprehend. 

In October, Ellis drove to Bowlen's house to share 
some news: The 71-year-old would be inducted into 
the franchise's Ring of Honor on Nov. 1, when the 
Broncos hosted the undefeated Packers. A smirk 
surfaced on Bowlen's face. *Now, why the hell would 
you guys want to do that?" he asked. 

What a glorious day that was, though. Denver 
decimated Green Bay 29-10, improving to 7-0. 
Annabel addressed the crowd. That's the one cer- 
emony Ellis can remember where no one seemed to 
leave their seats. 

Bowlen, in the end, could not attend. But Eber- 
sol flew in for the ceremony, and four hours before 
kickoff he was invited to the Bowlen home. Pat was 
having a decent day. The two men, friends of more 
than 20 years, spoke for 40 minutes, Ebersol doing 
most of the talking. “In so many ways, he was still 
the Pat I knew,” says Ebersol. “And he said two things 
that were so Pat.” 

The first, as Ebersol would begin to speak: *Slow 
down, say that again." 

Says Ebersol, *He always used to say that." 

The second, as Ebersol prepared to leave for the 
stadium: “Please stay.” 

The two men talked for another 15 minutes. “Will 
you come back?” Bowlen asked. 
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“Do you want me to?” Ebersol replied. 

“Yes.” 

They made plans for a follow-up trip. “As tough as it all is, I still feel 
the essence of him there,” says Ebersol. “Those eyes! At no point did I 
not have Pat Bowlen’s eyes staring at me, with him listening and trying 
to pick up everything I said. That’s the same way he was in every deal 
Thad with him.” 

Three months later, there stood Elway, atop the stage in Santa Clara, 
trophy in hand. There’s really only one thing he could have said in that 
moment, and here he screamed it. 

“This one’s for Pat!” 


HE BRONCOS’ postgame party unfolds at the same Santa 

Clara Marriott where Elway celebrated his first wedding, 

22 years ago. Flo Rida performs near the cigar-rolling station, 

a photo area and a lavish buffet. Befitting the crowd, there 

are both vegetable cups and Jell-O shots. And strobe lights. Outside, 

Talib stands with two gold Coors Light bottles in hand, the moment 

recalling one of the famous Coors slogans—Turn it loose! Which is 
precisely what the Broncos’ defense did against the Panthers. 

Manning is nowhere to be seen. He left the game with his family, without 

confirming his retirement or his return. It seems likely that he could fol- 


ATOP THE STAGE IN 
SANTA CLARA, ELWAY 
SCREAMED THE 

ONLY THING HE COULD 


HAVE SAID: “THIS 
ONE’S FOR РАТ!” 


EH 


Newton got little help from his beleaguered 
receiving corps: Ted Ginn Jr. misplayed one 
pass (left) and saw another go off his hands, 
into the arms of a waiting Ward (top). 


low his general manager's career path: win a second 
Super Bowl and call it quits. 

Part of Archie wants Peyton to return. And part 
of him wants Peyton to retire. He knows as well as 
anyone the toll the NFL takes on every player, no 
exceptions. In the last two years alone, Archie has had 
a back fusion, a knee replacement and neck surgery. 
Just last week his good friend Ken Stabler, the former 
Raiders QB who died at age 69 from colon cancer 
last July, was found to be in the advanced stages of 
chronic traumatic encephalopathy, which is believed 
to be caused by repeated blows to the head. 

Joe Namath can also sympathize. He retired after 
a chronic knee injury and two hamstrings that he 
describes as having been “severed.” He still feels 
the pull of the game, the back and forth. “If I didn't 
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HAPPY 
NEWS 
YEAR! 


Good news, Panthers: That loss may 
sting for a bit, but when the confetti was 
cleaned up on Sunday night, you were 
back on equal footing with the Broncos— 
and the other 30 teams plotting assaults 
on the next Lombardi Trophy. If the 
calendar year begins on Jan. 1, the sports 
year starts now. Spring training is 

days away. Future college football stars 
are choosing campuses. March Madness 
(and a storm of three-point shots) is 
brewing, and it's time Іо appreciate 

a low-key МВА star heading toward his 
last rodeo. But first: Let's size 

up the race for Super Bowl LI... 


SIR OF ECHOES 


Elway (celebrating with his old QB 
buddy, Kubiak) provided the template 
for Manning to win a second Lombardi 
Trophy...and then maybe walk. 


physically have to stop,” he says, “I would still be 
playing. There were only two negative things that 
happened to me in football. One was losing. The 
other was getting hurt. 

“Other than that, it was a great life. But it ends, 
for all of us.” 

Miller leaves the party early, his personal stylist 
in tow, in search of another gaudy outfit for another 
round of interviews on Monday. He will be a free 
agent this summer, and it’s likely that the Broncos 
will make him the richest defender in history. But 
for now, that can wait. “Players like him come 
every 15 to 20 years,” says his best friend, 49ers 
defensive end Tony Jerod-Eddie. “The future, the 
possibilities, are infinite.” 

Von Miller’s Wild Ride didn’t end in college, in 
Denver, or in Santa Clara—even with all the diver- 
sions and missteps along the way. This playoff run 
solidified the beginning of one era (Miller’s) and the 
ending of another (Manning’s). On Sunday, with 
an audience enraptured by his ascendency, Miller 
found Newton, repeatedly. He found his moxie and 
the perfect game plan. And, most important, for 
television purposes, he also found his pants. 
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@ | SEATTLE 


Legion lagging? Seahawks 
sign free-agent shut-down 
CB Josh Norman. Boom. 


@}. | SAN FRANCISCO 


Chip Kelly’s housecleaning: 
Bye-bye, FA tackle Alex 
Boone (to Dolphins) and LB 
NaVorro Bowman (trade 
to Bears). Meanwhile, Riley 
Cooper predictably swoops 
in from Philly for free. 


(аё. | SAN DIEGO 


@ | DENVER 


Broncos re-sign DE 

Von Miller for six years, 
$115 million, making him 
highest-paid defensive 

player in NFL history. 


| 


——— 


@ | LOS ANGELES 


Hey, Los Angelenos! Say 
hello to your new starting 
quarterback... Brock 
Osweiler. The 6' 8" passing 
giant gets sick of waiting 
for that other Broncos 


passing giant to retire, 
leaves in free agency. 


All Over 
The Мар 


Bolts break the bank to 
lure FA Bears WR Alshon 


a much-needed target 


( 


AS OF MONDAY MORNING, THE BRONCOS WERE NO CLOSER TO LIFTING NEXT SEASON'S LOMBARDI TROPHY THAN ANY 


OF THE OTHER 31 CONTENDERS. IN OTHER WORDS: REBUDT! TO HELP YOU ENVIS! 


GLORY, S| MAPPED OUT THE OFF-SEASON—STARTING WITH (ENTIRELY PLAUSIBLE) PREDICTIONS OF WHO'S GOING 
WHERE. IN THE COMING PAGES, YOU'LL ALSO FIND ANDY ВЕМОЇТ 5 TEAM-BY-TEAM UPGRADE BLUEPRINTS AND HIS 
LIST OF THE 40 MUST-SIGN FREE AGENTS. THE NFL'S SILLY SEASON STARTS... 
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Jeffery, giving Philip Rivers 


ДЕ opposite Keenan Allen. at" 


Se, | ARIZONA 


Cards GM Steve Keim has 


recurring off-season nightmare 


about a QB with six turnovers in ге 


the big game. Totally unrelated: Не 
snags Penn State passer Christian 


Hackenberg in round 2 of draft. P У 
аг» 

©. | DALLAS 

Jerry Jones brings the R63 circus 
to Dallas and re-signs Greg Hardy. 
(A certain ex-Cleveland QB? He 


won't go that far.) Cowboys end up 
on Hard Knocks-surprise! 


ON YOUR TEAM S PATH TO FUTURE 


NDW! ~~~ BY BEN BASKIN 


Ф 


, Ф. | cuicaco РУ | @. | DETROIT ыш | Ф. | CLEVELAND 


With their Alshon Plan 
up in smoke, Bears 
trade with Browns for 
newly reinstated WR 
Josh Gordon. 


One year after losing DT 
Ndamukong Suh to Miami, 
Lions steal one back, snag DE 
Olivier Vernon from Dolphins 
with a splashy contract. 


After cleansing 
themselves of the 


Browns draft Cal QB 
Jared Goff at No. 2. 


CA, | INDIANAPOLIS 


Team with league’s 
— | No. 27 rushing average 
since Andrew Luck arrived 
spends big on RB Doug 
Martin. Muscle Hamster 
spins wheels behind poor 
line, nothing changes. 


@. | WASHINGTON 


Redskins sign QB Kirk 
Cousins to $80 million 
contract. Cousins likes that. /\ 


m A 


' 


A 


@ | KANSAS CITY 


Safety Eric Berry, the feel- 1 
good story of 2015, spurns | 
more lucrative offers in free 
agency, stays with Chiefs. 


a 


QR. | HOUSTON 


After breaking bank for Miller, Broncos 
can’t afford DT Malik Jackson, who 
signs with Texans, replacing 34-year- 
old Vince Wilfork (who retires, heads 
straight for buffet table). 


TAMPA 
BAY 


&& | TENNESSEE 


Titans fortify QB Marcus 
Mariota's protection through 
draft. First building block: 
B' 5", 305-pound Ole Miss 
tackle Laremy Tunsil, at No. 1. 


— 7 


A... 


Manziel stink (released), 


PHILA. 


ER | NEW ENGLAND 


The most Patriots signing 
ever: New England nabs 
"over the hill" pass-catching 
back Matt Forte, who goes 
on to redefine “the hill," 
shattering single-season 
RB receiving record. 


QR. | NEW YORK 


In desperate need of a 
franchise back, Giants 
draft Ohio State’s Ezekiel 
Elliott with No. 10 pick. 


AR | CAROLINA 


Megatron plays to 
villainous nickname, forces 
trade out of cap-space- 
hungry Detroit (which would 
have gotten nothing had he 
actually retired). Complicit 
Panthers provide the WRa 
shot at a ring. 


@ | ATLANTA 


Vic Beasley’s new bookend: New 
York FA evacuee Jason Pierre-Paul. 


@ | JACKSONVILLE 


Jags overpay (shocker) for 
Rams CB Janoris Jenkins, 
filling their biggest need. 


DAYTONA BEACH 


Tom Coughlin: 
Stone-cold chillin’. 


NEW YORK JETS 
10-6 


TIGHT END 


No team in 

2015 got 

less from 
its tight ends than 
the Jets. That’s one 
reason they used a 
4-WR, I-RB set on a 
third of their snaps, 
by far the most 
in the league. The 
absence of second- 
year flex tight end 

(torn 

left-shoulder labrum 
in the preseason 
opener) may have 
been a factor, 
though he was 
unimpressive as a 
rookie and might 
not have beaten out 
possession receiver 
Quincy Enunwa 
anyway. A tight end 
who can run-block 
and work the middle 
could open up 
New York's spread 
scheme while 
providing more 
passing lanes for 
receivers Brandon 
Marshall and Eric 


Decker to operate. 
RUNNING BACK. 
Chris Ivory, Bilal 
Powell and Stevan 
Ridley are free 
agents. At least one 
has to be replaced. 


OFF-SEASON PREVIEW AFC EAST 


Buffalo 
Bills 


TOP PRIORITY: 
PASSING-GAME PLAYMAKERS 


In his first year as a starting quarterback, 
Tyrod Taylor did some nice things but 
also showed his limitations. Besides so-so 


accuracy, he consistently held the ball a 
beat too long, waiting to see a receiver break open rather 
than anticipating it. It’s a problem not uncommon with 
young QBs, but it’s also not that easily fixed. If an upgrade 
over Taylor is available, the Bills will pounce; if not, they'll 
settle for a wideout to play opposite Sammy Watkins. 
(Percy Harvin was supposed to be that but flamed out for 
his usual reasons.) In a scheme that’s simplified to help 
the quarterback, having playmaking receivers is critical. 
ALSO: DEFENSIVE END. Mario Williams does not fit Rex 
Ryan's system and must be replaced. 


NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS 
12-4 

ТОР PRIORITY: 

FRONT-SEVEN DEPTH 


73 Not counting 
e. veteran ILB 

Jerod Mayo, 
who has a 511.Ц million 
cap number and will 
probably be dropped, 
only two players from 
New England's D-line 
and linebacking unit are 
under contract past 
2017: tackle Malcom 
Brown and hidden-gem 
pass rusher Geneo 
Grissom. (Both were 
drafted in 2015.) The 
impending free agents 
can't all be retained, so 
the Pats must draft and 
develop depth. Their 
scheme is versatile in 
terms of fronts and gap 
concepts, leaving Bill 
Belichick a larger pool of 
options to choose from. 
ALSO: ANO. 2 TIGHT END. 
Incumbents Scott 
Chandler and Michael 
Williams aren't dynamic 
enough to fill an 
important role in the 
Pats' attack. 


MIAMI DOLPHINS 
6-10 
TOP PRIORITY: 
CORNERBACK 

кыш, Top cover 
fT artist Brent 
м2 Grimes is 
nearing his end at 32 
and can’t shadow No. 1 
receivers anymore. He 
could probably last one 
more year іп a lesser 
role, but that wouldn't 


justify his $9.5 million 
cap number; don't be 
surprised if he gets 

cut. Opposite Grimes, 
Brice McCain reminded 
onlookers that he's best 
suited for the slot-and 
even that's a bit of a 
stretch. There are some 
rosters McCain wouldn't 
make. With 2013 second- 
rounder Jamar Taylor 
yet to blossom (he's 
heading into a make- 
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or-break season) and 
2015 fifth-rounder Tony 
Lippett being so raw, the 
Dolphins could pursue 
as many as four new 
corners. Now, exactly 
what type they get will 
depend on the scheme 
of first-time defensive 
coordinator Vance 
Joseph. 

ALSO: LINEBACKER. It’s 

an almost equally 

thin position. 
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CLEVELAND BROWNS 
3-13 

TOP PRIORITY: 
QUARTERBACK 

Johnny 
Manziel has 
verified what 
most already knew: 
Owners should leave 
drafting to the football 
people. The Browns 
wasted the No. 22 

pick and two years on 

a physically limited, 
immature train wreck. 
It’s imperative that 
Jimmy Haslam and the 
number crunchers who 
now run the front office 
give new coach Hue 
Jackson a strong say in 
the No. 2 pick. Jackson 
has proved that, with his 
smart game-planning 
and play-calling, he can 
win with a second-tier 
QB-provided that he has 
considerable talent at 
the other skill positions. 
Cleveland doesn’t. 

ALSO: RIGHT TACKLE. 
Mitchell Schwartz had 
a superb season and 
will sign for big 

money elsewhere. 


PITTSBURGH STEELERS 
10-6 

TOP PRIORITY: 

SECONDARY 

Pittsburgh’s 
so-so group 
of defensive 
backs got better as 
the season progressed, 
but now many of them 
are free agents. This 
includes corners 
William Gay, Antwon 


Cincinnati 


Bengals 


12-4 


ТОР PRIORITY: 
DEFENSIVE BACK 


Starting safeties George Iloka and 
Reggie Nelson are both likely to be 
re-signed. Veteran cornerbacks Leon 


Hall and Adam Jones can still play, but 
will there be money left? Probably not enough for both, 
which is why Cincy drafted Darqueze Dennard in the 
first round in 2014. The Bengals prefer to let young 
players learn from the sideline for a year or two, so if 
Dennard moves up in the rotation they need to bring 
in one new corner now. In making draft decisions, they 
can ignore polish and pick purely on talent. 

4150: LINEBACKER. Top backup Vincent Rey may get free- 
agent offers elsewhere, and Vontaze Burfict is volatile 
(suspended for the first three games) and injury-prone. 


Blake and Brandon 
Boykin, plus strong 
safety Will Allen and 
his backup, Robert 
Golden. It wouldn't be 
a surprise if most were 
retained; the Steelers 
value experience 

and continuity on 

the back end of their 
complex matchup-zone 
scheme. Ironically, 

the one starter in the 
secondary who remains 


under contract is the 
one who's the most 
replaceable: free safety 
Mike Mitchell. A hitter 
first and foremost, he 
is not a particularly 
cerebral centerfielder. 
ALSO: NOSETACKLE. If 
Steve McLendon is 
not re-signed, a run- 
stopper is needed 
either to rotate with 
Daniel McCullers or to 
start ahead of him. 
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BALTIMORE RAVENS 
5-11 


EDGE DEFENDER 


Baltimore 
believes 


, 33, can 
rebound from last 
year's left Achilles 
injury; he has 
Overcome steep 
odds before. Still, 
he's no guarantee, 
plus an heir must 
be groomed to play 
opposite 32-year- 
old Elvis Dumervil. 
Courtney Upshaw, 
a free agent, is 
not a quality pass 
rusher. (His value is 
in setting the edge 
against the run 
and playing shallow 
zone coverage.) The 
Ravens' D up front 
is young and stout 
inside; it needs 
to get that way 
outside, too. 

WIDE RECEIVER. 
Steve Smith is 
back, but he's 
36 and coming 
off a torn right 
Achilles. Depth 


and insurance are 
needed across from 
2015 first-rounder 
Breshad Perriman, 
who was out with a 
right knee injury all 
last year. 


HOUSTON TEXANS 
9-7 


RUNNING BACK 


Obviously, 
Houston 
à would 
jump at a potential 
franchise 
quarterback. But 
this well-coached 
team won nine 
games іп both 2014 
and '15 without one. 
Bill O'Brien and OC 
George Godsey 
could expand 
their offense 
with a dynamic, 
multifaceted 
backfield weapon- 
the sort they had 
inherited in Arian 
Foster, who has 
been unable to avoid 
injuries and will 
likely be released. 
The Texans need 
an upgrade over 
Alfred Blue and 
Jonathan Grimes, 
who lack speed 
and agility. They 
do have a hidden 
gem in speedster 
, who 
went undrafted 


іп 2015, but he’s 
better suited to a 
complementary role. 

INTERIOR O-LINE. 
RG Brandon Brooks 
and C Ben Jones are 
free agents. 


Indianapolis 


Colts 


ТОР PRIORITY: 
OFFENSIVE LINE 


В 


It would really behoove GM Ryan Grigson 
to use an early draft pick here; his fleet 
of recent middle-round O-line selections 


has floundered. Franchise quarterback 
Andrew Luck took a decade’s worth of body blows in 
2015, when opposing defenses infiltrated with inside 
blitzes and pass-rushing stunts, tactics that force 
interior linemen to make quick adjustments. Luck’s 
brilliance is in extending plays from the pocket; he needs 
blockers who can actually create and maintain one. 
ALSO: DEFENSIVE BACK. Starting cornerback Greg Toler and 
free safety Dwight Lowery have expired contracts, and 
several key backup DBs do next year. Chuck Pagano likes 
matchup coverages, which demand one-on-one skills. 


JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS 
5-1 

ТОР PRIORITY: 

EDGE RUSHER 


With a 
e. talented young 
offense and 
underrated defensive 
back seven, the Jags 
are one defensive 
difference maker 
away from being a 
playoff contender. In 


a speed-oriented zone 
scheme like coach Gus 
Bradley's, the best 
way to amp up the 
playmaking is by an 
infusion of talent on the 
edge. The third pick in 
last year's draft, Dante 
Fowler, is coming off left 
ACL surgery, and Chris 
Clemons is average 
and probably not worth 
re-signing. The Jags like 
to loop their outside 


ЦБ / sPORTSILLUSTRATED / FEBRUARY 15,2016 


TENNESSEE TITANS 
3-13 

ТОР PRIORITY: 
CORNERBACK 


Jason 

ок, McCourty 

ns is good, not 
great. The rest of the 
cornerbacking corps 
is a week-to-week 
proposition. Whether 
the Titans use a high 
draft pick or a middle- 
rounder at this position 
will be determined 
by how much of their 
scheme comes from 
defensive coordinator 
Ray Horton and how 
much from assistant 
head coach Dick 
LeBeau, who was 
brought in by the now- 
fired Ken Whisenhunt. 
Horton prefers man 
coverage concepts; 
top-round corners will 
be needed. LeBeau 
plays more matchup 
zone, meaning middle- 
rounders will do. Either 
way, new blood at this 
position can only help. 
ALSO: DEFENSIVE LINE. The 
depth is iffy. 


rushers around on long 
stunts, attacking the 
middle of the offensive 
line. Bradley needs 
players who are fast and 
lanky. 

ALSO: CENTER. They'll have 
to acquire a new one 

if Stefan Wisniewski 
is not re-signed. 

(They could also use a 
development left tackle 
to push Luke Joeckel, 
the No. 2 pick in 2013.) 
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OAKLAND RAIDERS 
7-9 
TOP PRIORITY: 
A STADIUM... ОН, AND A SAFETY 
Charles 

(Qu " Woodson is 

і gone and not 
expected to resurface 
until his Hall of Fame 
induction speech in 
2021. The Raiders 
employ a basic zone- 
coverage scheme 
that, frankly, does not 
require an elite safety. 
But it does require 
a stable, full-time 
contributor. Qakland’s 
options, Taylor Mays 
and Larry Asante, 
are free agents (and 
backups anyway). T.J. 
Carrie played well in 
15, but he’s a corner 
by trade and usually 
slides to that position 
in obvious passing 
downs. Woodson played 
centerfielder and, 
sometimes, the box, 
leaving two vacancies 
to fill. 
ALSO: RUNNING BACK. 
Latavius Murray needs 
a backup. 


Kansas City 


Chiefs 


11-9 


TOP PRIORITY: 
DEFENSE 


The Chiefs’ D is elite ina scheme that’s 
Au : heavy on matchup coverages and select 


TE 


overload blitzes. This approach demands 


athleticism and raw speed. There has been 
plenty of both, but much of it is no longer under contract. 
The list of free agents includes FS Eric Berry, ILB Derrick 
Johnson, OLB Tamba Hali, CB Sean Smith, S Husain 
Abdullah, SS Тумоп Branch, DT Jaye Howard and DE 
Mike DeVito. Superstar NT Dontari Poe is also in the final 
year of his rookie deal. Some of them are sure to re-sign, 
though the 27-year-old Berry, a four-time Pro Bowler, is 
the only lock. Those who don’t will have to be replaced. 
ALSO: GUARD. Someone to succeed free agent Jeff Allen or 
to push starter Laurent Duvernay-Tardif. 


DENVER BRONCOS 
12-4 

TOP PRIORITY: 
OFFENSIVE LINE 


Denver is 
e. faced with 
uncertainty 
at both tackle spots: 
2015 second-rounder 
Ty Sambrailo had 
a season-ending 
left shoulder injury; 


"ІА third-rounder 


Michael Schofield has 
been erratic in pass 
protection; Ryan Harris 
is a free agent; and 
Ryan Clady, coming off 
left ACL surgery, could 
be cut (cap number: 
$10.1 million). The 
protection inside is 
also precarious. Matt 
Paradis, а sixth-rounder 
in’14, struggles at 
center against bigger 
opponents. Guard Louis 


Vasquez is solid but 
approaching the final 
year of his deal. At 

the other guard Max 
Garcia is better thana 
declining Evan Mathis 
but hasn’t been good 
enough to hold the 
starting role. Denver 
should draft the best 
lineman available. 
ALSO: SAFETY. Depth was 
an issue during the 
postseason. 
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SAN DIEGO CHARGERS 
4-12 


WIDE RECEIVER 


San 

Diego’s 

passing 
game was built in 
response to the 
injuries that ravaged 
its offensive line in 
2015. Mike McCoy’s 
quick-strike 
system gets the 
ball out of Philip 
Rivers's hands 
faster than you 
can say, "holding, 
offense, number...." 
Unfortunately, 
during a rough start 
to the season, top 
wideout 

went down 

with a lacerated 
kidney, exposing 
the lack of depth 
at wide receiver. 
The O-line’s woes 
manifested, leading 
to more third-and- 
longs, when quick 
throws often aren't 
enough. Lanky No. г 
receiver Malcolm 
Floyd has retired. 


The O-line will heal 
on its own; the 
Chargers' receiving 
corps will not. 

FREE SAFETY. 
To replace FA 
Eric Weddle. 


NEW YORK GIANTS 
6-10 


PASS RUSHER 


Giants’ 

D can't 
apply pressure. 
Questions about 
end 


and 
his maimed right 
hand remain 
unanswered-and 
Pierre-Paul isn't a 
pure edge burner 
anyway. The flexible 
Robert Ayers is a 
free agent; even if 
he returns, he'd be 
anchoring a defense 
that finished 
third to last in the 
league in sacks (23), 
routinely allowing 
opponents’ drop- 
backs to look like 
seven-on-seven 
drills. Alarmingly, 
New York's needs at 
linebacker, corner 
and safety are just 
as dire as those 
up front. The hope 
for the quickest 
turnaround, though, 
is with a more 


menacing pass rush. 
TIGHT END. Larry 

Donnell is intriguing 

but unreliable. If 

his price tag is 

high, he’s not worth 

re-signing. 


Philadelphia 


Eagles 
= -t 
i ( 


ТОР PRIORITY: 
OFFENSIVE SPEED 


Over the past two years Chip Kelly got rid 
of WR DeSean Jackson, WR Jeremy Maclin 
and RB LeSean McCoy, replacing them with 


methodical movers Jordan Matthews, 
Nelson Agholor and DeMarco Murray, respectively. 
Simply put: This offense has become much too slow. New 
coach Doug Pederson runs a West Coast system, which 
is more horizontal than vertical, so speed is less crucial, 


but that doesn’t mean the Eagles still don’t need a boost. 


A receiver who can draw a defense downfield does 
wonders to help the route runners underneath. 

ALSO: DEFENSIVE SPEED. The insufficiency here is just as bad 
as it is on offense, particularly on the back end. Philly is 
vulnerable in coverage at linebacker and safety. 


WASHINGTON REDSKINS 
9-7 

TOP PRIORITY: 

LINEBACKER 


Perry Riley 
e. was banged 

up down the 
stretch and hadn't 
been having a strong 
season to begin with. 
His replacement inside, 
Mason Foster, looked 
better each week but 


is now a free agent. 
Will Compton, who 
supplanted the athletic 
but up-and-down ILB 
Keenan Robinson-also 
banged up, also a free 
agent-is a restricted 
free agent. Defensive 
coordinator Joe Barry 
prefers a simple zone 
scheme. For that, he 
needs linebackers who 
can diagnose plays and 
react with speed and 
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DALLAS COWBOYS 
4-12 

ТОР PRIORITY: 
RUNNING BACK 


>. The Cowboys 
Ke missed 
WS DeMarco 


Murray more than they 
expected, and it didn't 
help that their gifted, 
zone run-blocking O-line 
was less effective 

after position coach 

Bill Callahan went to 
Washington. Straight- 
line strider Darren 
McFadden ran hard 
down the stretch, but 
history says he's best 
off the bench. Dallas 
must find a downhill 
rusher with the subtle 
agility and not-so-subtle 
decisiveness to make 
one cut and hit the hole. 
That, plus good vision, 
makes for a 1,500-yard 
back behind what is, 

by far, the NFL's most 
talented front five. 
ALSO: QUARTERBACK. It's 
time to find Tony Romo's 
heir (though choosing 
Johnny Manziel would be 
a Texas-sized mistake). 


force. As teams like 
the Panthers and the 
Seahawks (or the Bucs 
and Bears of the early 
20005) have shown, 
great zone D requires 
great linebacking. 

ALSO: DEFENSIVE LINE. 
Powerhouse nosetackle 
Terrance Knighton 
should be re-signed, 
but the rotational guys 
around him have logged 
too many miles. 
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MINNESOTA VIKINGS 
11-5 

TOP PRIORITY: 
OFFENSIVE TACKLE 


The Vikings 
ed, exercised 
their fifth- 


year option on LT Matt 
Kalil's rookie deal, giving 
him one more season. 
After that, they must 
decide whether to 
award him an expensive 
second contract (if 

they don't, a more 
desperate team will) or 
draft a replacement. 
Kalil, overall, has 
underachieved. So 
here's an idea: Draft his 
replacement now. Maybe 
that ignites Kalil. If it 
doesn't, at least the pick 
will have an extra year to 
develop. Or the draftee 
can move to right tackle, 
allowing T.J. Clemmings 
to play guard, his more 
natural position. 

ALSO: SAFETY. FS Harrison 
Smith will get a big 
contract this year or 
next, making it tough to 
re-sign vastly improved 
55 Andrew Sendejo. 


Green Bay 


Packers 


10-6 


TOP PRIORITY: 
WIDE RECEIVER 


Even if Jordy Nelson recovers fully froma 
torn right ACL, the Pack still needs help at 
receiver. James Jones has no quickness 


in and out of breaks, so he can’t separate. 
It would be premature to give up on Davante Adams, a 
2014 second-rounder, but he was too awful in’15 to be 
considered a building block. The jury is out on last year’s 
third-rounder, Ty Montgomery. Green Bay’s West Coast 
spread system features isolation routes; receivers 
must get open on their own, with little help from the play 
design. The more who can do this, the better. 
ALSO: DEFENSIVE LINE. GM Ted Thompson always treats this 
as a need. If he doesn't re-sign B.J. Raji and/or Letroy 
Guion, it becomes a much more serious void. 


CHICAGO BEARS 
6-10 

TOP PRIORITY: 
INSIDE LINEBACKER 


A first- 
е. rounder іп 
2012, Shea 


McClellin struggles 

to read and react, and 
he’s not worth bringing 
back. Flanking McClellin 
are backup-caliber 
options. Defensive 


coordinator Vic Fangio 
is a deft blitz designer, 
but he much prefers 

to rush four and keep 
seven in coverage. 

He did this during the 
best stretch of his 
career, running the 
49ers’ defense when it 
had Patrick Willis and 
NaVorro Bowman. Give 
Fangio inside backers 
who can not only attack 
downhill but also handle 


tight ends and running 
backs in man coverage; 
the rest of his well- 
coached D will fall 

into place. 

ALSO: GUARD. The fact 
that Viadimir Ducasse 
found his way into the 
starting lineup іп 15 
tells you everything. 
(Safety is another issue 
to address; it’s nearly 
as problematic as 
inside linebacker.) 
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previous 
= front 


office addressed 
this between 2012 
and ‘15, drafting 

LT Riley Reiff and 

LG Laken Tomlinson 
in round 1, plus 

C Travis Swanson 
and RG Larry 
Warford in round 3. 
But except for Reiff 
(maybe), all look like 
misses. New GM 
Bob Quinn must find 
linemen who can at 
least run-block. A 
solid ground game 
would allow QB 


and his receivers 
to fix the passing 
woes on their own, 
assuming Detroit 
finds a decent fill-in 
for Calvin Johnson. 
WIDE RECEIVER. 
Johnson's '16 cap 
number was huge 
(S24 million), so it's 
possible the Lions 
were preparing to 


cut him and save 
about half of the hit. 
His retirement would 
carry the same 
financial impact. 
Some of the savings 
must go to his heir. 


TAMPA BAY 
BUCCANEERS 
6-10 


INTERIOR OFFENSIVE LINE 


Jameis 
Winston 

is aclassic 
pocket passer with 
an elongated front 
step in his throwing 
motion. New coach 
Dirk Koetter has 
the league’s most 
vertical aerial 
attack, regularly 
calling for five- 
and seven-step 
drop-backs. If ever 
a team needed to be 
sturdy up the middle 
of the O-line, this is 
it. The Bucs drafted 
RG in 
round 2 last year; 
his future is bright. 
Now it’s time to 
address left guard, 
where 33-year-old 
Logan Mankins has 
continued to decline. 
An even more 
pressing need is at 
center; incumbents 
Evan Smith and 
Joe Hawley are 
no better than 


backups. 

DEFENSIVE BACK. 
Tampa Bay’s 
secondary mixed 
and matched in’15. 
That’s what you do 
as a last resort. 


New Orleans 


Saints 


(-9) 


TOP PRIORITY: 
DEFENSE 


Pick almost any spot on D. Penalty magnet 
Brandon Browner is washed up at 
cornerback (and expected to be released). 


Free safety Jairus Byrd deserves to be cut, 
but that would cost $11.4 million in dead money this off- 
season; either way, a replacement must be groomed soon. 
Then there’s the most vexing problem: the line. A staggering 
six rookies were in last year’s rotation, none picked higher 
than the fifth round, few of whom overachieved. Last year’s 
second-rounder, Hau’oli Kikaha, is just a hard-working 
rotational piece, so the Saints need two, and probably 
three, pass rushers to complement Cameron Jordan. 
ALSO: TIGHT END. Ben Watson had a nice year but is 35 with 


an expired contract. 


ATLANTA FALCONS 
8-8 

TOP PRIORITY: 
RECEIVER 


Cue Boyz П 
Q. Men's “End 

of the Road" 
for 34-year-old Roddy 
White. Very nice career. 
White may stay for one 
more season because 
cutting him means a 
$3.8 million salary-cap 
hit. But if he’s back, he 
probably won't start 
opposite Julio Jones. 
Some newcomer will 
have to, because Justin 
Hardy and Devin Hester 
are third receivers at 
best. The Falcons do 
a lot with rollouts and 
play action; they need 
someone who can 
separate on post routes, 
slants and crossers. If 
this someone is a tight 
end, that’s fine; they 
need to draft the best 
pass catcher available. 
ALSO: SAFETY. It’s been a 
trouble spot for years in 
various zone schemes, 
including current coach 
Dan Quinn’s. 


CAROLINA PANTHERS 
15-1 

TOP PRIORITY: 
CORNERBACK 


All-Pro Josh 

2, Norman will 

- undoubtedly 
be franchise-tagged 
or re-signed to a long- 
term deal. But opposite 
Norman, 34-year-old 
Charles Tillman tore his 


right ACL in December 


and could be done-his 
contract already is-and 
Bene Benwikere is best 
suited for the slot and 
coming off a broken left 
leg. The Panthers need 
a solid outside nickel 
corner. They run a simple 
zone scheme, so they 
don't have to use a high 
choice or shell out a lot 
of money to get one who 
can be effective, which 
is good since they'll 
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already be spending 
beyond their unofficial 
cornerbacking budget 
to keep Norman. 

ALSO: WIDE RECEIVER. With 
Kelvin Benjamin 
healthy after missing 
'15 with a torn left ACL, 
the pass-catching corps 
will be better. But a 
speedster who could 
supplant the unreliable 
Ted Ginn would be a 
huge plus. 
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PAUL JASIENSKI/AP (LANE); CHRISTOPHER SZAGOLA/CSM (IUPATI) 


LOS ANGELES RAMS 
7-9 

TOP PRIORITY: 
QUARTERBACK 


The Rams 
(e. got the 

better of the 
doubly disappointing 
Sam Bradford for Nick 
Foles trade, but only 
because Foles also 
came with the Eagles' 
second-round pick. He 
also came with a lack of 
quickness-physically, 
mentally and in his 
throwing motion—-and 
was benched in mid- 
November. The Rams 
can't afford to use that 
extra second-rounder 
on Foles's replacement; 
they need to get 
their franchise QB in 
round 1. L.A.’s offense 
is currently built to run 
the ball. In today's 
NFL that means it's 
built to go no better 
than 10-8-or, more 
likely, 6-10. 
ALSO: CORNERBACK. Janoris 
Jenkins and Trumaine 
Johnson are at the end 
of their rookie deals. 


Seattle 


TOP PRIORITY: 
CORNERBACK 


Seahawks 


10-6 


After an uneven first few months, the 
Seattle defense regained its dominant 
form in December. Not coincidentally, 
that’s when undrafted fourth-year 
cornerback DeShawn Shead emerged and when 
cornerback Jeremy Lane returned from ACL and wrist 
injuries. Both are free agents now, and Seahawks 
history says they won't be re-signed. GM John Schneider 
and coach Pete Carroll prefer to build cheaply at corner, 
through the draft. They used a fifth-rounder last year 
on lanky Tye Smith, though he failed to earn meaningful 
snaps even when the club was scrambling for answers. 
ALSO: PASS RUSHER. Another team will almost certainly offer 
free agent Bruce Irvin more money. 


SAN FRANCISCO 49ЕВ5 
5-11 

ТОР PRIORITY: 

WIDE RECEIVER 


" It will be 
ex. interesting 


to see whom 
GM Trent Baalke 
brings in at receiver for 
Chip Kelly's scheme. 
In Philadelphia, Kelly 
dumped high-priced 
speedsters Jeremy 


Maclin and DeSean 
Jackson and drafted 
possession guys. 
The results were 
disastrous. Baalke 
presumably values 
speed. Why else would 
he spend $40 million 
on the fundamentally 
flawed Torrey Smith 
in free agency last 
year? Anquan Boldin 
could be re-signed, 
though his age (35) 


tops a growing list of 
things that can catch 
up to him. Ultimately, 
San Francisco will need 
at least two solid all- 
around wideouts with 
decent speed or a bona 
fide playmaker who can 
affect coverages. 

ALSO: GUARD. Tt was а 
problem for the Niners in 
2015; now they need two 
athletic ones to make 
Kelly's system work. 
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FC WEST, OFF-SEASON PREVIEW 


ARIZONA CARDINALS 
13-3 


OFFENSIVE LINE 


Center 

Lyle 

Sendlein, 
guard Ted Larsen 
and tackle Bobby 
Massie are all free 
agents-and all 
replaceable. Arizona 
has a deep-drop, 
pocket-passing 
offense that 
employs a lot of 
empty formations. 
With no running 
back in to block, the 
burden falls entirely 
on the O-line. 
The Cards have 
succeeded despite 
mediocrity up front, 
but why keep risking 
it? Management 
invested in the 
line over the last 
two years, signing 
LT Jared Veldheer 
in 2014 and LG 

іп 175, when 

they also drafted 
developmental 
tackle D.J. 
Humphries in 
round 1. That's three 


starting linemen; 
two more are 
needed. 

DEFENSIVE LINE. 
Depth is essential 
in a scheme that's 
heavy on rotations. 


ootloose, 
ancy... 
ree! 


PEYTON MANNING... EMMANUEL SANDERS... 
DEMARCUS WARE... MOST OF THE PANTHERS’ 
RECEIVING CORPS AND DEFENSIVE BACKFIELD— 
ALL WERE ACQUIRED ON THE OPEN MARKET. 
HOWEVER YOU FEEL ABOUT FREE AGENCY, THE FACT 
15, YOUR TEAM'S CHANCES OF REACHING SUPER 
BOWL 51 WILL BE SHAPED BY HOW IT APPROACHES 
THE TOP 40 FOOTBALLERS FOR HIRE 


BY ANDY BENOIT 


НИ MUHAMMAD WILKERSON DE JETS 

He's the only player at this position who's visible in 

J.J. Watt's rearview mirror. Long arms, brute strength and 
multidirectional explosiveness make the 28-year-old a fit 
in any scheme. Match game: Jets, Raiders, Bears 


VON MILLER 018 BRONCOS @ ] 

Miller’s explosiveness and body control are as deft as 
any edge defender of his generation. His AFC title game 
torturing of Tom Brady (2/2 sacks, one INT) earned him a 
few extra bucks. Match game: Broncos, Titans, Browns 


ALSHON JEFFERY WR BEARS (f | 

Few with his stride (he’s 6' 3") and wingspan (80 inches) 
can separate so well at the top of routes. Thanks to his 
strong hands and NBA-quality vertical, he often doesn’t 
need to separate. Match game: Bears, Browns, Giants 


JOSH NORMAN СВ PANTHERS f] 

He hasn’t been asked to play much man coverage in 
Carolina’s scheme, so some teams might be hesitant to 
offer him Revis money. But given his proficiency playing 
matchup zone in 2015, he’s worth the gamble. 

Match game: Panthers, Raiders, Jaguars 
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WILKERSON 


(©) LIKELY TO RECEIVE CURRENT TEAM'S FRANCHISE TAG 


ERIC BERRY FS CHIEFS 

Voted an All-Pro upon returning from a cancer battle 
that sidelined him in 2014, he can play centerfield or in 
the box and can cover most tight ends man-to-man. 
Match game: Chiefs, Chargers, Giants 

OLIVIER VERNON DE DOLPHINS 

Playing opposite Cameron Wake, he’s been known widely 
as “the other defensive end" in Miami-but opposing 
coaches know better. He’s a double-digit sack threat who 
also plays the run extremely well, despite weighing only 
261 pounds. Match game: Giants, Falcons, Buccaneers 


KELECHI OSEMELE 06 RAVENS Є | 

An outstanding combination of size (6'5", 330 pounds) 
and mobility (5.36-second 40-yard dash) makes him 
ideal for a zone-heavy running scheme. He could prosper 
as a pull blocker in a man-blocking scheme, too. 

Match game: Ravens, 49ers, Texans 


ЕЙ DOUG MARTIN RB BUCCANEERS Е] 

Even if you think backs аге interchangeable, you have to 
admit: Very few have Martin’s ability to squeeze through 
small cracks inside. Match game: Bucs, Titans, Browns 
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MITCHELLSCHWARTZ 07 BROWNS 
There’s something to be said for a sturdy 
6' 5", 320-pound right tackle who rarely 
gets noticed in pass protection. Several 
teams would pay big money for that. 
Match game: Seahawks, Colts, Lions 


КІ GEORGE ILOKA $$ BENGALS 
Long and rangy-that's a rare combination 
for the position. With that kind of body, 
he's a free agent on the rise at both free 
and strong safety. Match game: Bengals, 
Giants, Jaguars 


EJ MALIK JACKSON DE BRONCOS 
Light feet and agility in confined spaces 
make for super gap-shooting prowess. 
Jackson's a better run defender than 
widely recognized, but he'll make his 
money as an interior pass rusher. Match 
game: Raiders, Giants, Panthers 


JAYE HOWARD OL CHIEFS 

An underrated run stopper as a 3-4 
defensive end іп К.С. (with the potential to 
be a 4-3 defensive tackle elsewhere), he 
came on very strong over the last two years. 
Match game: Chiefs, 49ers, Chargers 
CASEY HAYWARD СВ PACKERS 
Yes, he's effective playing outside, 

but he's outstanding when he moves 
into the slot, which many feel is the 
hardest defensive position in football. 
Match game: Titans, Eagles, Packers 


EJ ALEX MACK С BROWNS 

One of the quickest ways to improve an O-line is to hire 
a fundamentally sound center with a high football IQ. 
And while this one is technically not a free agent, he has 
an opt-out clause in his contract that he’s expected to 
activate. Match game: Jaguars, Buccaneers, Browns 


REGGIE NELSON FS BENGALS 

The NFL's interception co-leader іп 2015 (eight) is also 
one of the game’s better edge blitzers. Match game: 
Bengals, Bears, Giants 


KIRK COUSINS ОВ REDSKINS I 

He’ll be deemed more valuable than most players on this 
list because of the position he plays (and the limited 
number of starting-caliber QBs out there), but here’s 
the reality: His arm limitations make him a system guy. 
Match game: Redskins 


CORDY GLENN 07 BILLS 

He’s been steady and sound for four 
years in Buffalo, particularly in pass 
protection. Stability at left tackle comes 
at a high price. Match game: Bills, 
Chiefs, Jaguars 


EJ MARK BARRON LB/SS RAMS 
More and more teams these days playa 
strong safety at linebacker, especially on 
passing downs. The hard-hitting Barron 
fits the prototype. Match game: Raiders, 
Rams, Chiefs 


DERRICK JOHNSON ILB CHIEFS 
Sure, he’s much older than most guys 

on this list, but neither age (33) nor 

his 2014 Achilles injury hindered him in 
15. He maintains a high football IQ and 
outstanding fluidity, and he can play on 
all three downs. Match game: Chiefs, 
Bears, Falcons 


ALDON SMITH OLB RAIDERS 
That he’s on this list despite having 
at least 10 games left in a suspension 
for repeated violations of the NFL's 
substance-abuse policy tells you the 
immensity of his talent. Match game: 
Raiders, Bears, Colts 


SEAN SMITH CB CHIEFS 

Smith is long, strong and physical when he 
needs to be. Ultimately, he must play along 
the boundary, where he can use the sideline, but plenty 
of matchup-zone schemes feature that type of corner. 
Match game: Jaguars, Buccaneers, Chiefs 


MARVIN JONES WR BENGALS 

Jones has very good body control, plus better speed and 
quickness than you'd guess. He can't be a No. 1 receiver, 
but he's capable of occasional explosions as a No. 2, 

as he showed behind A.J. Green. Match game: 49ers, 
Browns, Bengals 


GREG HARDY DE COWBDYS 

Hardy's dripping with talent, but concerns about his 
character are off the charts at this point. Match game: 
Raiders, Buccaneers, Seahawks 


DAMON HARRISON NT JETS 

He plays with natural strength and leverage. Factor in 
his rangy lateral-movement ability and you’re looking at 
a sturdy run stopper. Match game: Jets, Texans, Raiders 
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OFF-SEASON PREVIEW FREE AGENTS 


TERRANCEKNIGHTON NT REDSKINS 
Even with those oak-tree thighs, Pot 
Roast moves nimbly. Downside: His 
snaps must often be limited to first and 
second downs. Match game: Chargers, 
Packers, Redskins 


RICHIE INCOGNITO 06 BILLS 
Avery good pull blocker who’s also reliable 
in pass protection, he should have been 
voted first-team All-Pro in 2015. 

Match game: Bills, 49ers, Buccaneers 


KELVIN BEACHUM OT STEELERS 
Assuming no major ill effects from last 
October’s left ACL injury, this 2012 
seventh-rounder has the light feet 

and upper-body control to continue 
blossoming into a very fine NFL left tackle. 
Match game: Raiders, Jaguars, Browns 


CEDRIC THORNTON DT EAGLES 
He’s a domineering run defender who, 
like defensive linemate Vinny Curry, was 
not fully appreciated during his time in 
Philadelphia. Match game: Chargers, 
Eagles, Lions 


JASON PIERRE-PAUL DE GIANTS 
We still need to see a larger sample size 
to know how he performs without half of 
his right fingers. Last season brought ups 
and downs in this regard. Match game: 
Giants, Jaguars, Buccaneers 


LAMAR MILLER RB DOLPHINS 

Miller’s a finesse runner who surprises at times with his 
ability to reach the perimeter. But can he be the Guy? 
Or is he best served as part of a one-two punch? He’s 
hoping а team gambles on the former. Match game: 
Bears, Browns, Titans 


TRUMAINE JOHNSON СВ RAMS 

This ‘le third-round pick has a very good feel for routes 
and timing when playing off coverage. If you're thinking 
of signing him, your highlight reel starts with his game- 
long battle against Megatron last season. Match game: 
Rams, Panthers, Vikings 


DANNY TREVATHAN ILB BRONCOS 

A three-down contributor in Wade Phillips's attacking 
Denver defense, he plays fast against both the run 

(109 tackles in 2015) and pass (two INTs). Match game: 
Bears, Giants, Browns 
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TASHAUN GIPSON FS BROWNS 
While Gipson’s not quite the ball hawk that 
his 13 INTs since 2013 suggest, he’s an 
intelligent impact player who will improve 
some suitor’s secondary. Match game: 
Jaguars, Giants, Browns 


PRINCEAMUKAMARA CB GIANTS 
A solid boundary cover corner, he showed 
steady improvements over the five years 
since New York used a first-rounder on him. 
Match game: Buccaneers, Titans, Giants 


RUSSELL OKUNG 0T SEAHAWKS 
He may be one of the league's more 
physically gifted left tackles, but 
durability is a concern. In six seasons he's 
missed 24 games due to injury. 

Match game: Seahawks, Eagles, Chiefs 


NICK FAIRLEY DT RAMS 

The 6'4" 300-pounder took a humbling 
one-year, $5 million contract as a free 
agent last year and went on to play with 
outstanding energy and burst off the 
Rams' bench. He earned himself some 
bucks. Match game: Raiders, Giants, Lions 


ERIC WEDDLE FS CHARGERS 
Even at 31, he still has enough in the 
tank. Someone will splash cash on him 

if for no other reason than that he's as 
multitalented as any safety in the league. 
Match game: Giants, Falcons, Eagles 


BRUCE IRVIN DE/0LB SEAHAWKS 

He's got an explosive first step off the edge and is 
versatile enough to survive in coverage as a strongside 
linebacker in a base 4-3. Match game: Falcons, 
Buccaneers, Seahawks 


MATT FORTE RB BEARS 

He's at that age-he turned 30 in December-where 
most running backs wash up, but he's shown little signs 
of this. Forte remains a smooth, laterally agile runner 
who would thrive getting 15 touches per game in a 
complementary role. Match game: Bears, Colts, Lions 


ANTONIO GATES TE CHARGERS 

The old man (35) hasn't been able to run in about three 
years, but his production has remained strong thanks 

to sheer savvy. You have to wonder how he would fare 

without his careerlong QB, Philip Rivers. Match game: 
Chargers, Packers, Falcons 
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Today is 
better when 
you've taken 
care of 
tomorrow. 


MUTUAL OF AMERICA 
Visit mutualofamerica.com or call 1-866-954-4321. Your Retirement Company 


Mutual of Americae and Mutual of America Your Retirement Company® are registered service marks of Mutual of America Life Insurance Company, 
a registered Broker/Dealer. 320 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10022-6839. 


NEW FACES 


Stars like (clockwise 
from top left) 
Frazier, Greinke, 
Heyward, Price and 
Cueto were onthe 
move, but will they 
provide enough 

of a boost to get 
their new teams 


into contention? 


/ 


BASEBALL 2016 


THE START OF SPRING TRAINING MEANS TWO THINGS: 
YOUR FAVORITE PLAYER IS IN FANTASTIC SHAPE— 
AND LAST YEAR'S PECKING ORDER MEANS NOTHING. 
HERE'S HOW THE RACE FOR NO. 1 LOOKS RIGHT NOW 


BY Jonah Keri 


Illustration by Ede Studio 


SINCE THE DAWN of time human beings have 
=> yearned to rank things. We scrutinized cave paint- 
ings. Nitpicked suits of armor. If you didn’t have 
a hot take on the top 10 Flemish sculptors of the 
17th century, you were exiled from society. 

With those lessons in mind, SI would like to introduce you 
to The 30. Every Monday during the regular season at SI.com, 
ГЇЇ rank all 30 major league teams, using a variety of criteria 
ranging from talent to team health, advanced stats to won-lost 
records. You'll laugh, you'll cry, you'll tell me I smell and that 
I’m terribly biased against your favorite team. 

As we approach the start of spring training, which teams are 
primed to make a World Series run? And which are playing for 
2018? These questions and many more answered, just as soon 
as we get Ken Griffey Jr.s gigantism under control. 
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2 MLB RANKINGS 2016 


30 / PHILADELPHIA 
PHILLIES They 
head into spring 
at the bottom of 
the heap, as their transition 
from the core of the 2008 
World Series team to a new 
generation of players nears 
its completion. Jimmy 
Rollins, Chase Utley, Cole 
Hamels and nearly every 
other player from Philly's 
glory years are gone, 
leaving Ryan Howard and 
Carlos Ruiz as the last men 
standing. Former Angels 
assistant general manager 
Matt Klentak is the new 
man in charge, and the 
focus is now squarely on 
building through the farm 
system, with analytics 
finally becoming an area 

of concentration for an 
organization that resisted 
that path for many years. 


28 / ATLANTA 
D BRAVES 
є Recently traded 

starter Shelby 
Miller is a very good young 
pitcher, but goodness, did 
the Braves ever load up 
on young talent by trading 
Miller to Arizona. Dansby 
Swanson was the No. 1 
pick inthe 2015 draft and 
has a chance to become 
an All-Star shortstop. 
Triple A righthander Aaron 
Blair was the second- 
best prospect in the 
Diamondbacks’ system 
behind Swanson. Then 
there’s 25-year-old Ender 
Inciarte, whose outfield 
defense was so good 
last season that he was 
more valuable than Miller, 
according to Baseball- 
Reference’s WAR. None of 
those players will prevent 


the Braves from being 
really bad this year. But 
if you’re trying to build 
a perennial contender, 
that kind of dealisa 
fantastic way to start. 


28 / MILWAUKEE 
BREWERS Slowly, 
oh so very 
slowly, the 
Brewers are starting to dig 
their way out of baseball 
purgatory. Their 2015 draft 
was widely praised, with 
Baseball America rating 
Milwaukee’s haul third-best 
among all teams. They 
flipped outfielder Carlos 
Gomez to Houston last 
July, bagging five-tool 
centerfield prospect 

Brett Phillips in return, and 
they swiped 19-year-old 
shortstop prospect 

Isan Diaz from the 
Diamondbacks ina 
late-January trade for Jean 
Segura. We'll also likely see 
their top shortstop 
prospect Orlando Arcia 
make his debut this year. 
The Crew’s going to be 
terrible in 2016. But 
there’s definitely hope 

for the future. 


" 27 / SAN DIEGO 
PADRES You could 

ey see the logic 
behind 
A.J. Preller’s frenzied 
shopping before the 2015 
season. The Padres had 
been both bad and dull for 
years; loading up on big 
bats might help alleviate 
these problems. But when 
the plan failed, it was tough 
to see the logic behind 
what Preller did next: 
almost nothing. The Padres 
didn’t trade Justin Upton or 
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other marketable players 
last season. While they did 
get a solid haul for reliever 
Craig Kimbrel in an 
off-season deal with the 
Red Sox, other obvious 
trade pieces like Tyson 
Ross, Andrew Cashner and 
James Shields remain in 
San Diego. The Friars 
probably aren’t going to 
contend this year, and 
letting controllable 
service time on good 
pitchers slip away while 
the team treads water 
doesn’t make much sense. 


26 / COLORADO 
ROCKIES Even 
4 though 
! Colorado had 

four starting outfielders, 
trading Corey Dickerson 
to the Rays for reliever 
Jake McGee was a bizarre 
move. Relief pitching may 
be gaining in importance 
as teams like the Royals 
shorten games, but 
flipping a productive 
everyday outfielder for 
a reliever is still puzzling. 
The Rockies absorbed an 
extra $4 million-plus in 
2016 salary, a strange 
proposition for a mid- 
payroll team that almost 
never spends significant 
money on free agents. And 
the prospects the Rockies 
swapped with the Rays 
made the trade even 
worse: They shipped out 
19-year-old Kevin Padlo, 
a third baseman who 
absolutely mashed in low 
A ball last season. All this 
for a team that finished 
last in the NL West three 
of the past four years, 
and might make a run 
at four out of five. 


MIKE TROUT 7 


25 / CINCINNATI 
REDS 

One advantage 
of being a really 
bad team is that you can 
try out radical strategies 
without fear of damaging 
your playoff chances. 

For the Reds that meant 
rolling out rookie starting 
pitchers at a rate rarely 
before seen in baseball 
history. The experiment 
produced mixed results, 
but the insight that 

the Reds gained in the 
process should prove 
valuable. With a lineup 
that still includes Jay 
Bruce, Brandon Phillips, a 
healthy Devin Mesoraco 
and the great Joey Votto, 
the Reds at least have 
some playable pieces. If 
Anthony DeSclafani and 
company can build on their 
rookie-season experience, 
Cincinnati might even be 
semirespectable. 
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24 / OAKLAND A'S 
First the Royals, 
and now the 
Yankees, have 
gained attention for 
building überbullpens. The 
A's quietly jumped on that 
bandwagon this winter, 
signing Ryan Madson and 
John Axford and trading 
for Liam Hendriks and 
Marc Rzepczynski to join 
lights-out lefty closer 
Sean Doolittle, who is 
now healthy. This is still a 
team that needs a whole 
lot of things to go right 

in order to contend, from 
Jed Lowrie and Yonder 
Alonso being able to both 
hit and stay healthy to 
newly signed Rich Hill 
being able to replicate 
his late-season magic 

as areclamation project 
in Boston. The A's didn't 
give up any important 
prospects to land the 
players they did; for a 


team that's trying to 
recover from jettisoning 
top talent like Addison 
Russell in past failed 
attempts at playoff glory, 
hanging on to whatever 
assets they have left is 
the prudent move. 


23 / BALTIMORE 
ORIOLES After a 
decade and a 
half of futility, 
the Orioles have spent the 
past four seasons ranging 
from competent to 
excellent, consistently 
outperforming bearish 
projection systems. Some 
credit Buck Showalter's 
managing acumen, others 
excellent bullpen work, and 
analytical types often cite 
random variance, aka dumb 
luck. But the O's head into 
2016 with a leaky starting 
rotation and multiple lineup 
questions around young 
star Manny Machado. 
They'll also face a set of 
tough division rivals, with 
even the low-budget Rays 
making improvements. 
Baltimore might be headed 
back to the cellar іп 2016. 


22 / MINNESOTA 
TWINS Over a 
= week, a month 

or occasionally 
even an entire season a 
team will benefit from 
supernaturally good timing. 
At the plate it might bunch 
hits together at an 
unusually high rate, or 
pitchers might scatter hits 
rather than having 
opponents put up big 
innings. Researcher Ed 
Feng calls this phenomenon 
Cluster Luck. The Twins 
were the third-luckiest 


team in baseball last 
season by that measure, 
behind the Royals and the 
Cardinals. That's not to say 
there isn't real talent on 
the roster, led by Miguel 
Sano, who's going to hit 

а truckload of homers in 
2016. But while he and 
other young players might 
improve, there’s a good 
chance that will be offset 
by some of 2015's luck 
drying up. 


21 / LOS ANGELES 
ANGELS Though 
he only has one 
MVP award to 
show for it, you could argue 
that Mike Trout was the 
best player in the AL in 
each of the past four 
seasons. When you have a 
player of that quality, the 
logical move is to surround 
him with championship- 
caliber talent. Instead, with 
Albert Pujols likely to start 
the season on the DL, the 
Angels’ five-through-nine 
hitters project as follows: 

DH Daniel Nava 

C Carlos Perez 

88 Andrelton Simmons 

LF Todd Cunningham 

2B Johnny Giavotella 
Bet the under. 


20 / MIAMI 
MARLINS 

A dark-horse- 
contender pick 
last season, the Marlins 
got crushed by injuries 
and underachievement 
from almost everyone on 
the roster not named Dee 
Gordon. The Fish head 
into spring training with 
stars Jose Fernandez and 
Giancarlo Stanton healthy, 
Wei-Yin Chen on board 


to fortify the rotation, 

and another year of 
development for mid-20s 
up-and-comers Christian 
Yelich, Adeiny Hechavarria 
and Marcell Ozuna. Throw 
in 38 chances to beat up on 
the Phillies and the Braves, 
and maybe this is the year 
Miami sneaks up on the 
rest of the NL. 


18 / ARIZONA 
DIAMONDBACKS 
We see this 
every year: 
mediocre-to-bad club 
makes aggressive moves 
in the off-season, then 
gets declared a team to 
watch. But as we saw with 
the Padres and the White 
Sox last year, acquiring a 
few big names doesn't 
necessarily solve a team's 
deeper problems. Zack 
Greinke and Shelby Miller 
will certainly help a 
rotation that badly lacked 
frontline talent last year. 
And Paul Goldschmidt and 
A.J. Pollock represent one 
of the best one-two lineup 
punches in the league. But 
Arizona will still trot out 
the most punchless middle 
infield in baseball, and the 
bullpen isn't very good. 
Making matters worse, 
GM Dave Stewart strip- 
mined the farm system, 
which means that if this 
shoot-the-moon approach 
to roster building fails, the 
D-Backs could struggle 
for years to come. 


18 / TAMPA BAY 
RAYS 

This year, just 
like every year, 
the Rays are going to 
spend way, way less than 
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their rivals. That means 
1) They’re going to need 
a bunch of cheap, young 
players to produce a 

ton, and 2) They’re going 
to need to squeeze the 
most value they possibly 
can out of flawed talent. 
The projected rotation 
should go a long way 
toward meeting that first 
goal, with Chris Archer 
leading a potentially 
electric starting five. 

For goal No. 2, the Rays 
will lean on platoons and 
time-shares. Keep an eye 
on the potential platoon 
of newly acquired Corey 
Dickerson and Steve 
Pearce: As Fangraphs’ 
August Fagerstrom 

put it, by going witha 
straight righty-lefty split, 
Dickerson and Pearce 
could combine to be 
almost as productive as 
Justin Upton, for a tiny 
fraction of the cost. 


1? / CHICAGO 
WHITE 50Х The 
AL Central is 
going to be a lot 
tighter this season than it 
was last year. And while the 
White Sox place fourth 
among AL Central teams in 
these rankings, consider 
them closer to a virtual tie 
for second. Third baseman 
Todd Frazier brings a 
potent bat to the middle of 
the order, and Brett Lawrie, 
Dioner Navarro and Alex 
Avila should at least offer 
competent upgrades 
following some major 
infield struggles for the 

'15 club. A full season of 
Carlos Rodon gives the 
South Siders a killer top 
three in the rotation, too, 
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along with Chris Sale and 
Jose Quintana. Throw in the 
team’s youth (just three 
members of the projected 
lineup and one member of 
the starting rotation are 
over 30) and you have a 
team with real upside. 


16 / DETROIT 
TIGERS 

The free-agent 
acquisitions 
of outfielder Justin 
Upton and starter Jordan 
Zimmermann should 
provide strong upgrades 
at positions of need; 

the question is whether 
that will be enough. Re- 
signing Victor Martinez 
to a four-year deal based 
оп a random spike year 

in his mid-30s looked 
spectacularly misguided 
in 2014, and it's only going 
to get worse as he ages. 
Credit new GM AI Avila 

for sweating the smaller 
details, though: He rebuilt 
a perennially awful bullpen 
by landing Francisco 
Rodriguez, Justin Wilson 
and Mark Lowe, and 
improved Detroit's depth 
with the additions of 
Cameron Maybin, Jarrod 
Saltalamacchia and Mike 
Aviles. This still isn't on 
the level of the roster 

of the '11-14 AL Central 
champs. But the Tigers at 
least stand a good chance 
to vault back above .500. 


15 / CLEVELAND 
INDIANS In 
basketball, land 
one superstar 
player and the future of a 
franchise can dramatically 
change. But that's rarely 
the case in baseball-there 
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are too many other 
positions on the field. That 
said, Francisco Lindor 
sure made a big difference 
for the 2015 Indians. 
Before the multitalented 
shortstop's June 14 debut, 
Cleveland was playing 
horrific defense, wasting 
some impressive starting 
pitching and sitting three 
games under .500. 
Thereafter, the Indians 
ranked among the best 
defensive teams in the 
baseball, winning four more 
games than they lost. That 
defensive excellence, 
combined with the most 
strikeout-heavy starting 
rotation in the majors, 
could create a run- 
prevention powerhouse. 


14 / WASHINGTON 
З NATIONALS 
3 Few teams lost 
more talent over 
the winter than the Nats. 
Jordan Zimmermann, Ian 


Desmond, Yunel Escobar, 
Denard Span, Drew Storen 


and Doug Fister are 

gone. But they still have 
Bryce Harper, and here's 
some hope for the next 
wave of players coming 
through: The Nats sneaked 
into trade negotiations 
between the Rays and the 
Padres last off-season, 
nabbing Joe Ross to crash 
the rotation and Trea 
Turner as the team's future 
starting shortstop. They 
parlayed Storen into Ben 
Revere to play center, 
signed Daniel Murphy at 
second and overhauled the 
bullpen by getting Oliver 
Perez, Trevor Gott, Shawn 
Kelley and Yusmeiro Petit to 
support mercurial (but still 
effective) closer Jonathan 
Papelbon. It all adds up 

to a team that should 
contend this season. 


13 / ST.LOUIS. 
CARDINALS The 
Cardinals’ 
winning 100 
games last year was a 
shocker. Ace Adam 
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Wainwright and sluggers 
Matt Holliday and Matt 
Adams suffered major 
injuries. Catcher Yadier 
Molina had a terrible and 
injury-plagued season 
too. Some of the pieces 
that enabled the Cards to 
overcome those setbacks 
return this year, with full 
seasons for outfielders 
Stephen Piscotty and 
Randal Grichuk likely to 
stabilize the lineup. Still, 
there are reasons for 
doubt here. Losing 
Heyward to the rival 
Cubs will hurt. Carlos 
Martinez’s right shoulder 
truncated his 2015 
campaign, and some 
industry insiders 
expressed concern over 
Michael Wacha’s health 
too. You also wonder 
whether the Cardinals’ 
situational luck will carry 
over to '18: A good Cards 
staff became downright 
Koufaxian 

with runners in scoring 
position last year, and 
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that's not a skill that 
tends to endure from one 
season to the next. 


12 / NEW YORK 
YANKEES 
Confession 
time: I was all 
set to pick the Yankees to 
return to the playoffs... 
then news of Greg Bird's 
season-scuttling shoulder 
injury hit. Bird batted a 
robust .261/.343/.529 in 
his rookie campaign, but 
in only 178 plate 
appearances. Still, he 
represented a badly 
needed insurance policy in 
the event that one or more 
old guys break down. You 
have to take the under on 
Alex Rodriguez and Mark 
Teixeira hitting 84 homers 
again. Meanwhile, Carlos 
Beltran's defense is so 
bad in rightfield that he 
shouldn't be playing 
anywhere other than DH, 
a position that A-Rod 
currently occupies. The 
addition of Aroldis 
Chapman gives the Yanks 
a ludicrously great bullpen, 
and the young quartet of 
Masahiro Tanaka, Michael 
Pineda, Nathan Eovaldi and 
Luis Severino is highly 
underrated. But even 
with the addition of 
second baseman Starlin 
Castro, the lineup could 
be Swiss cheese by the 
All-Star break. 


11 / SEATTLE 
MARINERS Jerry 
Dipoto wasted 
no time in his 
role as the Mariners' new 
СМ, grabbing four new 
players for the lineup 
(Adam Lind, Nori Aoki, 


Chris Iannetta and Leonys 
Martin), upgrading the 
rotation and performing 
surgery on a bullpen that 
now has multiple new arms, 
including Joaquin Benoit 
and Steve Cishek for the 
eighth and ninth innings. 
Expect the M's to win more 
close games this season 
thanks to a relief corps 
that should be much better 
than 8015's sorry group. 
The addition of Lind should 
help a team that fared 
reasonably well against 
righthanded pitching last 
year become significantly 
better against it this 
season. Add to that a 
starting rotation that 
could be much improved 
with the additions of Wade 
Miley and Nathan Karns, 
plus the possibility of a 
huge breakout for 23-уваг- 
old Taijuan Walker. Don't 
sleep on the Mariners, who 
could make a big leap after 
a sub-.500 season. 


10 / KANSAS CITY 
ROYALS The 
Royals Way 

has worked two 
years in a row, so they're 
not going to stop now. 
Greg Holland gets felled by 
Tommy John surgery? Ink 
Joakim Soria to re-create 
the three-headed bullpen 
monster. Reclamation 
projects play a sizable role 
in the 2015 team's 
success? Re-sign Chris 
Young, then buy low on 
Dillon Gee and Travis 
Snider. Wait patiently for 
years until Eric Hosmer, 
Mike Moustakas, Lorenzo 
Cain and Alcides Escobar 
grow into impact players? 
Bring them (and Alex 


Gordon) all back for 
another run. Teams that 
(mostly) stand pat after 
winning it all tend to see 
significant declines the 
following season, and the 
projection systems see 
that happening with the 
Royals. But if you're going 
to buck that trend, doing 
so with a core group of 
players in their 205, and 
a high-contact offense/ 
impenetrable bullpen 
approach that's crushed 
expectations two years 
in a row, could be a good 
way to give it a shot. 


9 / TORONTO BLUE 
JAYS How do you 
replace David 
Price? If you're 
the Blue Jays, you throw 
multiple bodies at the 
problem. The biggest piece 
in that effort is J.A. Happ, 
whose three-year, 
536 million contract is either 
insane or perfectly logical, 
depending on whether you 
believe Pirates pitching 
coach Ray Searage's 
hurler-whisperer skills have 
alasting impact. Then you 
pick up a capable swingman 
in Jesse Chavez to add 
depth. Then you trade for 
Drew Storen, upgrading the 
bullpen. Add a full season 
of Marcus Stroman, and 
optimism over Aaron 
Sanchez likely claiming the 
fifth starter role, and you 
have a Jays staff that has а 
chance to make up for the 
loss of Price...or more 
precisely, the two months of 
Price that they had last year. 
Having baseball's best 
offense return intact for 
another season won't 
hurt either. 
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8 / BOSTON RED SOX 
The signings of 
Pablo Sandoval 
and Hanley 
Ramirez look predictably 
terrible one year in. So 
rather than mess around 
again with deeply flawed 
players, the Red Sox went 
for as close to a sure thing 
as you can get, handing 
half of New England (plus 
future Vermont maple 
syrup considerations) to 
consistently excellent lefty 
ace David Price. Spending 
top dollar for premium 
starting pitching perfectly 
fits the traditional 
mandate put forth by new 
GM Dave Dombrowski in his 
previous gigs. Mookie 
Betts and Xander Bogaerts 
are budding stars, fellow 
homegrown prospects 
Jackie Bradley Jr. and Blake 
Swihart could be primed 
for minibreakouts, and 
there's more young talent 
on the way with lefty 
starter Henry Owens, 
infielder Deven Marrero 
and others poised to 
contribute at some point 
this season. David Ortiz's 
swan song will get most of 
the love, but if the Sox are 
going to return to the 
postseason in 2016, it will 
be on the strength of 
better pitching and big 
contributions 

from the kids. 


? / TEXAS RANGERS 
We've already 
forgotten about 
it thanks to the 
bat flip heard 'round the 
world (or 'round Canada, 
anyway), but the Rangers 
making the playoffs last 
year was a damn miracle. 


The starting rotation got 
pelted by injuries, and the 
bullpen completely turned 
over in-season. Yet thanks 
to a combination of fill-in 
kids, big bounce backs for 
Prince Fielder and Shin-Soo 
Choo and enough duct tape 
to hold the starting five 
together until Cole Hamels 
could arrive, Texas tiptoed 
away with the AL West 
crown. In 2016 they'll get 
a full season from Hamels, 
potentially 85 starts from 
Yu Darvish, and 22-year-old 
rising star second baseman 
Rougned Odor with 
another year of experience 
under his belt. The 
Rangers also have a slew 
of intriguing prospects on 
the way, with outfielders 
Nomar Mazara and Lewis 
Brinson candidates to 
make an impact this year, 
and slugger Joey Gallo 
back for another go-round 
after struggling in his first 
exposure to the big leagues 
last year. 


B / SAN FRANCISCO 
BIANTS There are 
two versions of 
a Giants 
success story in 2016. In 
the first, we appreciate the 
Giants spending full market 
value to land two coveted 
starting pitchers over the 
winter, ignoring the growing 
trend of stacked bullpens 
in favor of a rotation that 
can carry a heavy workload. 
If Johnny Cueto's right 
elbow cooperates, Jeff 
Samardzija shakes off a 
lousy, out-of-character 15 
campaign and outfielder 
Denard Span provides the 
all-around contributions 
the team expects, the 
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Giants will have the kind of 
balanced, no-weaknesses 
roster that can 
complement their loaded 
homegrown infield and 
make a deep October run. 

In the second version, 
we can point to this being 
an even year and start 
planning the World Series 
parade route now. Whether 
you ride with real analysis 
or naked superstition, the 
Giants should be viewed as 
a major threat. 


5 / PITTSBURGH 
PIRATES Like the 
Red Sox and the 
Rangers, the 
Pirates figure to get 
stronger as the season 
wears on, thanks to top 
prospects whose 
promotions are inevitable. 
Tyler Glasnow is one of the 
best young pitchers in the 
minors and has a chance to 
make the kind of instant 
impact that Gerrit Cole did 
in 2013. Twenty-three-year- 
old first base prospect 
Josh Bell could be an OBP 


machine whenever the 
Pirates want to call him up. 
Meanwhile, 23-year-old 
Alen Hanson could help the 
club right from Opening 
Day, with second base wide 
open following the trade of 
Neil Walker to the Mets. 
The backbone of the Bucs 
for the past few years has 
been homegrown talent, 
with Andrew McCutchen, 
Starling Marte and Cole 
leading the team 

out of two decades of 
irrelevance. The next 
wave of talented kids 
could be pivotal in finally 
getting Pittsburgh 

beyond the NLDS. 


4 / 105 ANGELES 
DODGERS They've 
taken a ton of 
criticism this 
off-season for having all 
the money in the world and 
not spending enough of it, 
with the Diamondbacks 
outbidding them for Zack 
Greinke and other big- 
ticket free agents going 
elsewhere. But the 
Dodgers have shifted 
gears over the past couple 
seasons. Team president 
Stan Kasten has touted 
the importance of building 
an elite farm system to 
anyone who'll listen, and 
president of baseball 
operations Andrew 
Friedman has the kind of 
calculating analytic mind 
that's acutely aware of 
how often long-term deals 
for free agents in their 30s 
fail miserably. The 
projection systems expect 
a strong season from 
much cheaper Greinke 
alternative Scott Kazmir, 
an even stronger season 
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from Rookie of the Year 
favorite Corey Seager, and 
one of the best records in 
baseball for a Dodgers club 
as deep as any seen at 
Chavez Ravine since the 
days before Swindlin' Frank 
McCourt started robbing 
his own organization blind. 
Getting another big arm for 
the bullpen wouldn’t hurt, 
but there’s enough here 

to get the Dodgers to the 
trade deadline in playoff 
contention, at which 

point Friedman could flex 

a little of that financial 
might and talent depth 

to make a deal. 


3 / HOUSTON 
ASTROS 
One of Bill 
James’s 
lasting contributions to 
the field of analytics is 
the Plexiglas Principle. 
Related to the broader 
idea of regression toward 
the mean, the Plexiglas 
Principle posits that 
teams or players coming 
off a big jump (or drop) 
in performance one year 
tend to edge back toward 
the middle the following 
season. The Astros gained 
16 games in the standings 
in 2015, going from an 
also-ran to a playoff team. 
That would seem to make 
them prime Plexiglas 
candidates, yet I don’t 
see that happening here. 
A full season of shortstop 
wunderkind Carlos Correa 
will be electric and add 
at least a couple more 
wins to Houston’s ledger. 
Only two members of 
the projected lineup are 
over 30, and by only a few 
months: Carlos Gomez 


and likely platoon guy Luis 
Valbuena. The rotation 
got a back-end bargain 
with the addition of Doug 
Fister for just $7 million 
plus incentives, and the 
bullpen should benefit 
from the off-season trade 
for young flamethrowing 
closer Ken Giles. Add to 
that GM Jeff Luhnow’s 


demonstrated willingness 
to get aggressive at the 
deadline, and the Astros’ 
first division title in 15 
years is very much in play. 


2 / NEWYORK METS 
Considering all 
the ill fortune 
that’s befallen 
the Mets, you can perhaps 
forgive them for courting 
a little luck this winter, 
even after a Cinderella run 
to the World Series. That 
stroke of luck came іп the 
form of Yoenis Cespedes, 
who reportedly spurned 
more lucrative offers 

to return to Queens on 

a three-year сопігасі- 
which could end up being 
a one-year deal if Yo 


goes hog-wild this year 
and opts out at season’s 
end. Add Cespedes’s 
return with a revamped 
middle infield that now 
includes Neil Walker and 
Asdrubal Cabrera, as well 
as potentially exciting 
things from catcher Travis 
d’Arnaud and outfielder 
Michael Conforto over a 
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full season, and the Mets' 
offense could be beastly. 
That’s a scary proposition 
for the rest of the league, 
given what the team’s 
biggest strength still is: 
a terrifying rotation that 
could be even deeper this 
year, with Zack Wheeler 
eyeing a possible July 
return from Tommy 

John surgery. There is 

an Achilles’ heel here, 
with Walker, Cabrera and 
Cespedes likely to deliver 
some ugly defense up the 
middle. It’ll be up to Terry 
Collins to use his bench 
to take the edge off that 
leaky D, and up to the 
capable offense and the 
best rotation in the world 
to handle the rest. 


1/ CHICAGO CUBS 
On paper this is 
the best team 
in baseball 

by adecent margin. Not 
satisfied with making the 
NLCS last year, the Cubs 
went out and signed the 
best position player on the 
market (Jason Heyward), 
a do-it-all All-Star to play 
second (Ben Zobrist) and 
even swiped an underrated 
rotation stabilizer from 
their archrivals in St. Louis 
(John Lackey). For all 

the help those veterans 
should provide, this is 

still a team with youth at 
many key positions, which 
is exactly what you want 
in the (mostly) post-PED 
era, when age curves 
have changed and players 
tend to peak earlier and 
fall off more sharply. The 
2015 rookie class of Kris 
Bryant, Addison Russell 
and THE SCHWARBS could 
inflict serious damage 

on opponents. And that's 
before we get to Anthony 
Rizzo, who's just 26, 

and Heyward, who even 
entering his seventh 
major league season is 
actually one day younger 
than Rizzo. 

Having the best team on 
paper guarantees nothing, 
with lesser clubs able to 
get hot at the right time 
and roll to the World Series. 
But if you're looking for a 
complete team, one with a 
deep rotation and multiple 
quality options in the pen, 
power and speed, youth 
and experience, a great 
manager and the kind of 
war chest to make the 
go-for-it moves needed for 
a big run, the Cubs are it. 
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HEAD 


— IT WAS A SCENE straight out of a 

Parks and Recreation town hall meet- 

SHEIKH SALMAN W H 0 EV ER WI N 9 TH E ing, the kind that makes you wonder: 
Hn Р LECTI 0 N ТО REPLACE These are the voters? Osiris Guzman, 

a KHALIFA the president of the Dominican Republic’s soc- 


DISG RACED PRESI 0 E NT cer federation, will cast one of the 209 votes in 
SEPP BLATTER IN THE the FIFA presidential election on Feb. 26—the 


most important election in the 112-year history 


M 0 ST | M Р 0 RTA NT D ECISIO N of the scandal-plagued governing body. Last year 


, Guzmán gave a speech comparing Sepp Blatter, the 
| N А FA У CO RRU PT now banned FIFA president, to Jesus Christ, Nel- 


HISTO RY WI LL BE FAC Ер son Mandela, Moses, Abraham Lincoln, Winston 


. Churchill and Martin Luther King Jr. Inexplicably, 
WITH THIS QUESTION: he left out Mahatma Gandhi. 


DOTHE VOTERS REALLY Yet Guzman’s voice matters. In the one-country, 


one-vote world of FIFA, the Caribbean (with 
WA N T C HA N b E? 23 votes) is a vital battleground, kind of like Penn- 


sylvania in the U.S. presidential election. And all 


those voters were on hand in mid-January in Anti- 

BY gua and Barbuda as Guzmán stood to ask a ques- 
| ] 7 tion of FIFA presidential candidate Prince Ali bin 

Gra nt ahl Al Hussein of Jordan at a meeting of the Caribbean 
Illustration by Darrow Football Union. (Three of the five candidates were 


Far Sports Tllustrated there.) At a similar preelection gathering in 2011, 


a Qatari candidate, Mohammed bin Hammam 
(also banned), offered envelopes with $40,000 
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FIFA ELECTION 


cash to each Caribbean voter. Guzman was later fined by the FIFA ethics 
committee and served 15 days of a 30-day suspension. But even amid 
U.S. attorney general Loretta Lynch’s sweeping criminal investigation, 
which has resulted in the arrest of 39 global soccer officials and plunged 
FIFA into crisis, Guzman is still around, still a voter. And cleaning up 
FIFA doesn’t seem to be high on his list of priorities. 

Or at least it wasn’t when he faced Prince Ali—the most reform-minded 
of the FIFA presidential candidates—and rambled through a five-minute, 
23-second filibuster that would have made Fidel Castro proud. Referring 
at various times to a Dominican poet, a homily about an artist painting 
the beak of a bird, his master's degree and his 30 years as an engineer, 
Guzman hailed his own “great technique for 
choosing a manager that is called ‘peel the 
onion. ? He eventually asked, “What is your 
specialty? What is your experience? Have you 
ever worked under pressure? And finally, most 
important: What is your plan in the short and 
medium term?” 

Prince Ali, a member of the Jordanian royal 
family who challenged Blatter and lost in last 
May’s FIFA presidential election, waited pa- 
tiently for the end of Guzman’s lecture. “Thank 
you very much for that,” he finally said. “Just for 
my background, I served as a soldier for many 
years and still do that. . . . Worked under pres- 


GIANNI INFANTINO 


HY IS this election so important? 
Soccer is the world’s biggest sport, 
and the men’s World Cup is its grand- 
est event, the sole reason FIFA has 
cash reserves of $1.5 billion. And the results of this 
election will bring FIFA into the 21st century. After 
serving as FIFA president since 1998, the 79-year-old 
Blatter received an eight-year ban from the sport in 
December for what Swiss investigators are calling an 
off-the-books “disloyal payment” of nearly $2 million 
in 2011 to Michel Platini—a onetime ally of Blatter’s 


g 


PRINCE ALI 


TOKYO SEXWALE 


sure? In the last period I served as the director 


w 


- цс... 


яд SWITZERLAND SOUTH AFRICA JORDAN 

of our country’s crisis management center. And 
maybe that’s a good thing to have on the CV 1 t 1 500 t 1 2 5 t 1 
for a FIFA president at this particular stage.” 0 о 0 

And so it went. Not every questioner launched A cofavori te, The form er anti- The most outspoken 
into an endless speech—some addressed the Infantino has apartheid activist, | critic of FIFA among 
candidates’ positions on women's soccer, the backing of political prisoner the candidates 
travel costs and the game's infrastructure in the European and government could throw his 
the Caribbean—but there were plenty of eye- federations and minister could considerable 
opening statements. When candidate Gianni favors raising not muster support to one of 
Infantino of Switzerland, the general secretary FIFAS annual support from the cofavorites 
of the European confederation, addressed the distributions to even the African in exchange for 
CFU meeting, Guyana coach Jamaal Shabazz member nations. confederation. tougher reforms. 


lobbied him to provide more coaching instruc- 
tion from Europe, saying, ^We think that [Eu- 
rope] has some compensation for the Caribbean 
because you were our colonial masters, and we feel football is the best 
avenue to redress this situation." 

Such is the nature of the FIFA presidential campaign: The candidates 
have to appeal to the voters, knowing that most voted for Blatter last May 
(four days before he announced under pressure that he would resign) 
and aren't at all convinced that FIFA needs to change. 

At least Prince Ali has kept his sense of humor. When he finished his 
Q-and-A session and was presented with a CFU pennant by the federa- 
tion’s president, Gordon Derrick, he deadpanned, “Thank you. I would 
give you something in return, but you know, this ethics thing." 

The room filled with laughter. “I heard that!" one voter bellowed. 

*Especially nothing in bags!" said Derrick. 


who was viewed as his most likely successor until he 
too got an eight-year ban from FIFA’s ethics committee. 
(Both men deny any wrongdoing and are appealing.) 

Alleging money laundering and the doling out of 
hundreds of millions of dollars in bribes, the ongoing 
U.S. and Swiss probes have begun to expose the rot 
that has pervaded FIFA’s top management and its 
continental confederations for decades. On two occa- 
sions in 2015, in May and December, Swiss agents, 
working with colleagues from the U.S., raided the tony 
Baur au Lac hotel in Zurich to arrest soccer officials. 
That might happen again at the gathering for this 
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month’s election. FIFA’s credibility is at an all-time 
low, and now the organization is set to vote on reform 
measures that include transparency in salaries, more 
executive spots for women, background checks for 
candidates, and 12-year term limits for top officials. 

But the new FIFA president will set the tone of the 
reform process, and the candidates, to say nothing of 
the federation presidents, have differing views on the 
severity of the crisis. Most Americans would be forgiven 
for seeing the names of the five men running for FIFA 
president and thinking they were at a VIP table at the 
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і а >. 

SHEIKH SALMAN JEROME CHAMPAGNE 
BAHRAIN FRANCE 
0105 250101 
The other cofavorite | Like Prince Ali, 
has strong support this long shot 

in Asia and Africa favors increased 
but, given FIFA’s investment in 
recent financial women’s soccer, 
setbacks, takes the which both 

most conservative candidates see as 
approach to money the sport’s biggest 
distributions. growth area. 


Star Wars cantina. Tokyo Sexwale! Jéróme Champagne! 
Prince Ali! Gianni Infantino! Sheikh Salman! 

There are two favorites. Sheikh Salman bin Ebra- 
him Al Khalifa, a member of Bahrain's ruling family 
and the president of the Asian confederation, is ex- 
pected to draw nearly all of Asia's 46 votes and most 
of Africa's 54. (In the election’s first round, a candidate 
needs a two-thirds majority of the 209 votes to win; 
a simple majority is needed after that.) Infantino, the 
general secretary of the European confederation, is 
expected to draw most of Europe's 53 votes and has 
recently built momentum by announcing endorse- 


ments from 10 South American voters, all seven Central American 
countries and several Caribbean nations. 

Prince Ali drew 73 votes (including the U.S’s) as the only challenger to 
Blatter last May, but much of that support came from the European con- 
federation, which now has Infantino as its candidate. Yet Prince Ali could 
still have a big influence on the outcome if he directs his support (around 
30 votes) in the latter rounds toward Infantino or Sheikh Salman. Even long 
shot Champagne, a former French diplomat who once served as FIFA’s deputy 
general secretary under Blatter, could play a role. He is expected to have the 
support of a half dozen countries. Former South African civil rights leader 
Tokyo Sexwale—pronounced sek-WA-lay—was all but eliminated from the 
race after the African confederation backed Sheikh Salman on Thursday. 

By week's end SI had interviewed all the candidates except Sheikh 
Salman. (More from the interviews can be found on SI.com.) One signifi- 
cant trend emerged: While Blatter may be on his way out, his strategy of 
spreading FIFA's largesse to developing (read: voting) soccer countries 
is alive and well. Infantino proposes raising FIFA's annual distribution 
to each nation from $250,000 to $1.25 million, in addition to an annual 
$250,000 to cover travel costs for needy countries, $10 million to cover 
soccer development in every region and $1 million to the Caribbean, 
Africa and parts of Asia to organize youth tournaments. “It is good that 
FIFA generates money;" Infantino argues, while proposing more careful 
audits. “If this is transparent, we have solved 95% of the real or perceived 
problems with FIFA.” 

Spreading the wealth is also supported by Champagne and Prince Ali, 
who both highlight the importance of increasing funding for the women’s 
game. “Women’s soccer is the biggest growth area around the world,” 
says Prince Ali. “There is this idea that if you invest in women’s soccer, it 
will be at the expense of the men’s game. So in FIFA we need to separate 
women’s football development so that they have their own program.” 

The lone dissenter on across-the-board money distribution is Sheikh 
Salman, who wants to impose need-based funding but argues that 
Infantino’s proposal flies in the face of FIFA’s recent financial losses 
($67 million in 2015). “My plan is not to bankrupt FIFA but to revitalize 
it,” Sheikh Salman told Inside World Football, highlighting a manifesto 
in which he argues for dividing FIFA into separate sporting and busi- 
ness entities. 

When it comes to cleaning up FIFA, the most strident language is 
used by Prince Ali. “I want to bring back pride and faith from all fans,” 
he says. “It’s our last chance.” Infantino and Champagne are less vocal 
but still supportive of the need for change. And Sheikh Salman? While 
calling the U.S. Department of Justice arrests “a shock,” he told Sky Sports 
that “other sports are much worse” than soccer in terms of corruption. 

Most concerning of all: Human rights groups have criticized Sheikh 
Salman, who was Bahrain’s soccer federation president in 2011 when 
the Bahraini state is alleged to have imprisoned and tortured athletes— 
including national soccer team players—for participating in antigovern- 
ment protests. Sheikh Salman denies involvement, but Prince Ali doesn’t 
mince words. “What he didn’t do was protect his players,” the prince told 
SI. “And if you want that as a leader for FIFA, I don’t agree with that.” 

On Feb. 26 we'll find out if Sheikh Salman is indeed who the world’s 
voters want to lead FIFA into a new era. And in so doing, we may learn if 
there will be anything “new” about FIFA at all. 
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MANY TEAMS—INCLUDING THE TOP 
CONTENDERS—ARE FIRING THREES AT 
HISTORIC RATES. CAN THEY DEFY DATA 
THAT SHOW THAT BALANCED OFFENSES 
ARE THE ONES THAT WIN TITLES? 


BY 
Сез Luke Winn 


Photograph by 
Jeff Haynes for 
Sports Illustrated 


THE LLOYD NOBLE CENTER, Oklahoma’s 

41-year-old basketball arena, is a concrete 

island in the middle of a parking lot sea, set 

far enough from other campus buildings that 
on nongame nights, one of its practice gyms can secretly 
double as the most deafening and exclusive dancehall- 
reggae club in Tornado Alley. On a Thursday evening in 
late January it’s a club for one dancer only, and his name 
is Buddy Hield, aka Buddy Love, of Eight Mile Rock on 
Grand Bahama Island. He’s in a slow-motion swagger, 
with low steps and shoulder dips, chopping the air with 
his right hand, holding a basketball aloft with his left—a 
few beats of celebration for the Sooners’ senior shooting 
guard after sinking more than 80% of his three-pointers 
over the past half hour. 

Hield is also the deejay; his iPhone, which is playing a 
SoundCloud mix that includes sirens, horns and tracks by 
Popcaan and Vybz Kartel, is plugged into a stereo receiver 
on a rack in a corner of the gym. A yellow arrow with 
VOLUME LIMIT handwritten on it is taped next to one 
of the receiver’s dials, indicating roughly 30% of its max 
output—a sanity-preservation cap imposed by Oklahoma’s 
63-year-old coach, Lon Kruger, whose office is above the 
practice court. But with the coaches gone for the night, 
Hield has cranked it up to 85%, a level that drowns out the 
bounce of the ball and the snap of the net on his backspin- 
heavy swishes. The music blares out of speakers hung from 


the rafters and makes the floorboards vibrate to the touch. 
| "It hits yowin your soul,” Hield said of dancehall earlier 


CaP nor ne 


Thanks to marathon 
shooting sessions 


fueled by gummy 
bears and reggae 
beats, Hield (24) has 
become the country’s 
most dangerous 
triple threat, gunning 
the Sooners toward 
the Final Four. 


NOW COLLEGE BASKETBALL ARC MADNESS 


Why, 
“А ITEN 
ГАД ту, И 


NATIONAL RANK 


in three-point 
shooting for 


4 Robinson, who is 
pom d з 
: M | hitting 48.0%. 


in the day, when it was possible to con- 
verse about optimal shooting soundtracks. 
“And you've gotta blast it. If you play it 
low, you don't get the vibe. You've gotta 
feel the beat thumping." 

There is no college shooter more in 
rhythm than the 6' 4" Hield, who at week's 
end had made a remarkable 51.196 of his 8.3 
long-range attempts per game for a team that's ranked No. 3 in the polls, 
No. 1 nationally in three-point accuracy and No. 1 in the Big 12 in three-point 
rate (meaning the highest share of their shot attempts are threes). In this, 
the season with the highest three-point rate in the 29-plus years college 
basketball has used the arc—treys account for 35.2% of all Division I shot 
attempts—it's appropriate that the front-runner for national player of the year 
is also the game's most dangerous, indefatigable and joyful distance shooter. 

The sounds take Hield back to the Bahamas and the “crate courts" he 
made as a kid by nailing a milk crate, with its bottom removed, to the shed 
in his grandmother's backyard. Hield would get scolded for trampling her 
flowers and her okra, and if he wanted to take a long shot, he had to avoid 
the hanging branches of a kenep tree. Now that Hield has around-the-clock 
access to obstruction-free rims, he doesn't take it for granted. On this day 
he did a morning shooting workout, an afternoon practice with the team 
and is back to shoot again at 6:37 p.m. He goes through an epic sequence 
of shots—the majority of them threes—on three different hoops, taking 
breaks at random intervals to do one of four things: Refuel by swigging 
from a 16-ounce can of Monster Energy and eating from a bag of gummy 
bears (six separate times), dance to choice tracks, change the mixtape once 
it gets stale or study ESPN college hoops footage—including a montage 
of highlights of himself—that plays on the gym's wall-inset TV. At 8:24 a 
visitor asks Hield (by shouting over the music) how much longer he plans 


THREE-FOR-ALL 
Gibbs (12) and his 
fellow Wildcats take 
an even greater 
percentage of threes 
than the team did when 
Curry roamed the arc. 
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HIGHER THREE-POINT RA 


to shoot. “Until I feel comfortable!” he shouts back. 
It takes hundreds more shots for Hield to find the right 
vibe. Finally, at 9:23, after a satisfactory run of swishes, 
he calls it quits and finishes his gummy bears. He’ll shoot 
again the next morning at 10, and there will be another 
team shootaround before the Sooners depart for LSU, 
where he'll go 8 of 15 from deep (and score 32 points) in 
а 77-75 victory. It's yet another net-ripper in the Winter 
of Buddy Love, a season in which college basketball has 
collectively jacked up its three-point volume. 


LL SHOOTERS in this era must bow to 
Stephen Curry, for he is the god and the 
revolution. The NBA’s reigning MVP is on 
pace to obliterate the league’s single-season 
records for three-point makes and attempts. Curry’s 
Warriors and the analytically savvy Rockets are the 
radicals pushing the NBA to new heights of three-point 
reliance; in 2014-15 the Rockets set the standard for 
three-point attempts, and Houston and Golden State 
lead the NBA this season in three-point rate, taking 
379 and 34.8% of their shots as threes, respectively. 
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ти 


PERCENTAGE 


point increase 
for Cousins 
from the three- 
point line since 
2012-13, when 
he hit just 25.0%. 


E351 D-I TEAMS НАРА 


ТЕ THAN THE ROCKETS. 


AUSTIN MCAFEE/ZUMAWIRE (COUSINS) 


While several college coaches postulate that 
D-T's rising reliance on the three is due to a “Curry 
Effect”—a natural desire to mimic the greatest show 
on hardwood—it is worth a reminder that college is 
the true home for long-range extremism. NBA teams' 
three-point rate is 28.196, compared with college's 35.296. 
What's more, at week's end 106 of the 351 D-I teams had 
a higher three-point rate than do the pioneering Rock- 
ets or Warriors. One of those teams is Hield's Sooners. 
Another is Curry's alma mater, Davidson. The Wildcats 
took 39.2% of their shots as threes during Curry's break- 
out sophomore campaign of 2007-08 but have ramped 
that up to 45.6% and 45.1% over the past two seasons. 
It was not that Curry was restricted as a collegian; his 
coach, Bob McKillop, grants players “licenses” to shoot, 
and says that “Steph had a truck license from the day 
he walked in.” As a sophomore Curry set the NCAA 
single-season record for threes, with 162, and when 
Davidson's almost-completed practice facility needed 
to be christened last September, a visiting Curry took 
the first shot, banking in a three from 30-plus feet 
while wearing a hard hat. It's just that Davidson now 


has two three-point-gunning guards, Jack Gibbs and Brian Sullivan, and 
uses lineups with four players licensed to take threes. 

And while the NBA has three-point specialists, such as Kyle Korver, 
who takes 64.396 of his shots from deep, college has a three-point uni- 
corn. Through Sunday, Max Hooper, a 6' 6" senior at Oakland, had at- 
tempted 195 field goals this season and every one of them was a three. 
Sports-Reference.com college data going back to 1994-95 indicates that 
Hooper is the only 10096 threes shooter of any notable volume; the closest 
anyone else has come to that level was Central Michigan's Josh Kozinski, 
who took 98.096 of his shots from deep last season. In 2013-14, Hooper 
was losing his mind while languishing on the bench at St. John's, and his 
“therapy” was to rip off 500-plus-shot sessions while a shooting gun tracked 
his accuracy. He transferred to the Rochester, Mich., campus, where coach 
Greg Kampe recognized Hooper's immense value as a catch-and-shooter 
running off screens. (He has made 45.6% of his attempts this season.) 
Hooper knows his role is unique, but says, “It’s not a circus act. I think my 
coaches believe, and I believe, that I'm the best shooter in the country." 

The few high-volume marksmen who can contest that claim are Hield, 
Michigan State shooting guard Bryn Forbes (a 50.396 shooter) and Michigan 
forward Duncan Robinson (48.096), whose recruitment was an outside-the- 
box move by a team that puts a premium on long-range offense. Two seasons 
ago the 6' 8" Robinson was a superefficient scorer at Division III Williams. 
A D-III player transferring, on scholarship, to a high-major D-I happens as 
often as NBA teams sign players straight out of, say, the Philippines’ pro 
league: never. But Robinson’s AAU and high school coaches put out feelers 
to a few perimeter-oriented D-I teams on his behalf, including Michigan, 
Davidson and Creighton, and Wolverines coach John Beilein, whod just lost 
44.1% three-point shooter Nik Stauskas to the NBA draft, was intrigued. 

“We needed somebody who was a proven shooter,” says Beilein, who 
requires his players to meet a minimum standard to get green-lit for games: 
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COLLEGE BASKETBALL ARC MADNESS 


GUNNING FOR WINS 

Senior guard Ryan Arcidiacono 
and Villanova have used a long- 
range strategy to go 82-11 
over the last three seasons. 


@ , THREE-POINT RATE vs. THREE-POINT ACCURACY 
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making 60 threes in a five-minute, one-ball, one-rebounder drill that’s an 
adaptation of a workout Bryce Drew did as a Valparaiso guard. Stauskas, 
who’s now with the 76ers, held the unofficial Michigan record with 78 in 
five minutes ... until Robinson, on Dec. 2, 2014, during his redshirt season, 
broke it by making 83 of 89. Robinson has been the fourth-most efficient 
scorer in the country, and the Wolverines have the highest three-point rate 
(46.1%) of any major-conference team. When Beilein took Michigan to the 
national-title game in "13, its three-point rate was a significantly lower 34.2%. 


HAT BRINGS us to an ominous question for the NCAA's three- 

point extremists. Can one of these teams actually win a title, in 

a championship format that requires six consecutive victories, 

on three neutral courts? It has only happened once, and that was 

15 seasons ago, when 2000-01 Duke had a three-point rate of 41.8%—but 

that was a juggernaut with five future NBA players in its rotation. The 

average three-point rate for title teams over the past decade is 31.2%— 

lower than the 33.4% rate for all teams during that span. While there 

have been 380 college teams over the past decade with three-point rates 

higher than 40%, only one of them, 10-11 VCU, reached the Final Four, 
and that was as a wildly improbable 11th seed. 

A few Hall of Famers have yet to embrace the revolution. John Calipari's 
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2011-12 Kentucky team had the lowest three-point 
rate (26.596) of any title winner in the past 10 sea- 
sons, and his 2014-15 juggernaut had a similar profile 
(27.1%). Roy Williams's 2008-09 North Carolina team 
had a three-point rate of just 23.296, and his current, 
No. 9-ranked Tar Heels had taken 26.7% of their shots 
from deep at week's end, the 14th-lowest rate in the 
nation. “The No. 1 thing you have to have is balance,” 
Williams says. “The biggest reason I don't ever want to 
be the one shooting 25 threes per game is you never get 


ДА, 


PERCENTAGE 


of shots taken as threes by Paige and 
the No. 9 Tar Heels, one of the lowest 
rates in the nation. 


the other team in foul trouble. When the other team’s 
best players are on the bench at the end of the game, 
you have an advantage.” The Tar Heels’ most frequent 
three-point shooter over the past two seasons, senior 
guard Marcus Paige, says he’s ever-conscious that “the 
three takes a backseat to getting transition baskets 
and throwing the ball inside.” Assistant coach Hubert 
Davis even encouraged Paige to set a goal that he take 
fewer than 50% of his attempts from deep, though 
Paige isn’t there quite yet (54.4% through Sunday). 
Top-ranked Villanova, on the other hand, oper- 
ates under a starkly different philosophy: that its 
players should always be hunting in-rhythm threes. 
Coach Jay Wright says that in 2013, a study written 
by then-assistant Billy Lange (who’s now with the 
76ers) swayed Wright on the “value of three-point 
attempts”—that focusing on limiting opponents’ vol- 
ume and increasing Villanova’s volume was more 
important than focusing on three-point percentage. 
Over the next three seasons (13-14 to the present) the 
Wildcats have ranked seventh, 22nd and 15th nation- 
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ally in three-point rate, taking an average of 44.3% ої 
their shots from deep. This has corresponded with a 
career-best run of success for Wright—an 82-11 record, 
a No. 1 and a No. 2 seed in the NCAA tournament—but 
Villanova has also been upset on the first weekend of 
both Big Dances. While Wright is aware of the volatil- 
ity of three-point reliance, he didn’t take either loss 
as an indictment of his strategy. “If you don’t have 
personnel and length like a Kentucky, your best way 
of getting to the Final Four is by using the three,” he 
says. “If you try to follow a Kentucky formula and you 
don’t have that personnel, you’ll get killed.” 


RUGER’S FIRST deep NCAA tournament 
run as a coach came in 1987-88, when 
he took Kansas State to the Elite Eight. 
It was the second season of the NCAA’s 
three-point era, and the Wildcats had a phenomenal 
shooting trio in Steve Henson, William Scott and 
future NBA gunner Mitch Richmond, who combined 
to make 49.1% of their treys. But threes accounted for 
just 21.0% of the Wildcats’ attempts, and the national 


three-point rate that season was just 17.8%. “When the line first came in, 
coaches in general were cautious,” Kruger says. “No one was sure how 
many threes were appropriate to take.” 

With his current Sooners, Kruger has another elite cast of shooters— 
Hield, senior point guard Isaiah Cousins, junior two guard Jordan 
Woodard and senior power forward Ryan Spangler have combined to 
make 47.5% of their treys—but he has made a far bigger commitment to 
perimeter offense. Oklahoma’s three-point rate in Big 12 games is 42.9%, 
and as Kruger puts it, “Shooting the three is at the core of what we do.” 

What's most intriguing about this Sooners crew—aside from the way 
Hield and Cousins (who’s from Mount Vernon, N.Y., but has Jamaican 
relatives) fire away to dancehall-reggae—is that none of them were three- 
point threats when they arrived. All have undergone multiyear overhauls 
under the guidance of Kruger and assistants Henson, Chris Crutchfield 
and Lew Hill in what should be known as the Norman Shooting Labora- 
tory. Cousins was a 25.0% long-range shooter as a freshman, before he had 
a complete mechanical makeover that changed him from a herky-jerky, 
overhead slinger into a fluid marksman (46.1% through Sunday). After 
Woodard removed a hitch in his form this off-season, he was shifted 
from the point to put him in more natural shooting positions. He has 
jumped from 25.4% accuracy as a sophomore to 49.0% this year. When 
Crutchfield first saw Hield as a teen at a showcase in the Bahamas, he 

was shooting from the hip, and though he had 
raised his starting point by the time he arrived 
in Oklahoma, his form was all over the place. 
“T had a good follow-through, but my shot was 
on the wrong side of my head,” Hield says. Now 
he starts his righthanded delivery with the ball 
& й just above his right eye, and his entire form is so 
perfectly square and repeatable that you could 
TREYS TAKEN overlay footage of him taking 20 threes and it 
- would look like one attempt. 
by Hooper this P ads ; : 
year-or 100% of Hield’s stroke had become so consistent by his 
his field goal tries. sophomore year that Henson decided to test him. 
He had read that Curry and Klay Thompson’s 
favorite drill with Golden State was to roam the 
Ei NBA arc and see how many threes they could 
make before they missed two in a row; in a 2013 
story, SI wrote Curry’s high score was 76 and Thompson’s was 122. “One 
day after shootaround I said to Buddy, ‘Hey, let’s just do this for fun, see 
how many college threes you can make without missing two in a row’ Не 
got to 142. And it wasn't like make two, miss one, make three, miss one. It 
was make 20, miss one, make 25, miss one. He just pours it in." 

Hield and the rest of the Sooners have poured it in on everyone this 
season, but can they defy the data that show heavily three-point reliant 
teams rarely, if ever, win a national title? They have unprecedented long- 
range accuracy, a multitude of options and no fear of history. “If you're 
telling me it can't be done,” Kruger says, "мете not going to change. 
This team was made to shoot the three." And this could be the team 
that truly shoots its way to a championship. Pick against Buddy Love, 
whose shot, honed in his high-decibel club, has unshakable rhythm, 
and yov're liable to hear what he tells late-closing defenders just after 
the ball leaves his hand: You messed up. 
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LIFE РАВОМЕВ 
Nowitzki is still the big 
man in Big D, just as he 
was in 2001 when he 
famously posed with (from 
left) Finley, Cuban, Juwan 
Howard and Nash. 


Photograph by 
Andrew Hancock for Sports Illustrated 


NBA 2016 


HAPPY 


SOMETIME IN THE NOT-TOO-DISTANT FUTURE, 
DIRK NOWITZKI WILL HEAD OFF INTO THE 
SUNSET—AND THE NBA WILL LOSE A UNIQUELY 
GIFTED PLAYER WHOSE NOTORIOUS INTENSITY 
HASN'T KEPT HIM FROM ENJOYING THE RIDE 
(GOT THAT, NUMBNUTS?) 


BYChris Ballard 
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TRAILS 


ON THE afternoon of Sunday, Nov. 29, Dirk 
Nowitzki was in Dallas, waiting to board 
the Mavericks’ team plane for Sacramento, 
when he heard the report: Kobe Bryant 
was retiring at the end of the season. 

The news saddened Nowitzki. In part because he has 
long admired Bryant, often hurrying home from his 
own games to catch the fourth quarter of the Lakers’ 
West Coast feed. But also because he and Bryant are the 
same age, 37, and to see a peer betrayed by his body is 
to grapple with his own athletic mortality. Now, lying 
on a massage table in his suite at the Sacramento Hyatt 
later that night, he can't help but think about the fu- 
ture. Hovering over him is Casey Spangler, the team's 
massage therapist, who works on Nowitzki most days, 
one of many measures the 13-time All-Star uses to keep 
playing in this, his 18th NBA season. 

Normally, Nowitzki is not much for introspection. 
He tried to keep a journal 10 years ago, in a small 
brown notebook, at the urging of his longtime mentor, 
Holger Geschwindner. But then he got a few weeks 
behind and felt compelled to catch up on every detail, 
and it became a burden, not a tool, so he stopped. 
Similarly, he dislikes fanfare. When the Mavs won 
their first and only title, in 2011, he fled the court— 
vaulting the scorer's table, face buried in his jersey, 
embarrassed by his tears. He returned only to collect 
his Finals MVP trophy after Tim Frank, the NBA's 
head of p.r., chased him to the locker room, pleading 
with him to come back out because This is a moment 
you'll treasure someday—and, besides, it would be re- 
ally weird if he wasn't there. 


— 
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Unlike Bryant, Nowitzki has no interest in a farewell tour. “I don’t 
want people to high-five me everywhere I go or make this a big deal about 
me,” he said. “What [Derek] Jeter did or what the closer, Mariano Rivera, 
did—every ballpark you get some gifts, you know, sausages in Milwaukee?” 
Nowitzki shook his head, shifting onto one elbow. “No chance I’d ever 
do that. I’m not the guy who will say, “This is my last year. ” He paused. 
“When I’m gone, I’m gone.” 

Fortunately, that’s not just yet. Former nemesis Kevin Garnett, 39, is 
now essentially an assistant coach in Minnesota. Paul Pierce, 38, slowly 
withers in Los Angeles. Tim Duncan, 39, and Manu Ginobili, 38, are fel- 
low outliers in San Antonio, though neither is asked to carry an offense. 
And then there’s Dirk. He remains the focal point for Dallas, averaging 
17.6 points and 6.6 rebounds through Sunday while lifting an overachieving 
squad into playoff position. He is, in many respects, the same player as 
ever. He still sinks threes. His one-legged fadeaway remains both ungainly 
and unblockable. And, of course, he’s still 7 feet tall. 

Indeed, Nowitzki has been so good for so long that it’s easy to take 
him for granted. Good ol’ Dirk, swishing his knock-kneed free throws 
while humming Counting Crows. The guy no one wants in their fantasy 
draft, because this has to be the year he finally tails off. The guy who 
looks comically stiff on defense. Then you remember all that he’s done. 


old from Wiirzburg, Germany, was no savior, at least 
not that first year. He averaged 8.2 points and shot 
20.6% from beyond the arc. He was too skinny to get 
to the basket on offense, too weak to guard anyone 
on defense. In the second game of the season, he 
faced burly Warriors power forward Terry Cummings. 
“Way too strong for you, my friend,” Nellie told Dirk. 
Instead Nelson put him on Muggsy Bogues, the 5' 3" 


“PM NOT THE GUY WHO WILL SAY, ‘THIS IS MY LAST 


YEAR, " NOWITZKI SAYS. “WHEN PM GONE, РМ GONE.” 


First European-born player to win the MVP award and, four years later, 
the first to be the best player on a championship-winning team. The 
original stretch four. Took a pay cut (twice) to help his team. Evolved 
from overwhelmed kid to beloved elder statesman. One of the greatest 
clutch shooters of his era. Has scored more points (and counting) than 
all but five men in league history. 

Soin the event Dirk does disappear one day without warning—reduced 
to an alert on your Twitter feed, a ticker at the bottom of the sports 
bar's TV—it is best to stop now and appreciate this singluar talent in his 
extended prime. 


HEN NOWITZKI entered the league, as the No. 9 pick in 

the 1998 draft, he did so with high expectations, a regret- 

table haircut and one inescapable comparison. ^I always 

used to tease him,” says former Mavs forward Gary Trent, 
who drew Nowitzki as his “rook,” NBA-speak for mentee-slash-errand 
boy. “Td say, [Larry] Bird’s gone, we need another blond-haired guy to 
save the league. C'mon man, it can't be all brothers" 

Trent was joking. Sort of. At the time the league was fresh off a lockout 
and reeling from Michael Jordan's second retirement. Scoring was down. 
Isolation play was rampant. Nowitzki provided a potentially intriguing 
alternative, not only because of his heritage—there were only 38 interna- 
tional players in the NBA at the time, compared with 100 now—but also 
because 7-footers of that era were by and large lumbering behemoths. 

Don Nelson, then the Mavericks' coach and dreamer-in-chief, wasted no 
time touting Dirk as a favorite to win Rookie of the Year, but the 20-year- 
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FROSTED RECEPTION 

In 1888, Nowitzki and Nash were 
introduced together by Nellie. Nash last 
played in 2014, but Dirk's J lives on. 


point guard, with instructions to keep him out of the 
paint. "А total circus," Nowitzki recalls. 

Civilian life was equally intimidating. Nowitzki was 
a naive kid from a small Bavarian city known for its 
churches, the son of Jórg (former international hand- 
ball player) and Helga (onetime star of the German 
national hoops team). He had no idea how to use an 
ATM, much less navigate an American metropolis. A 
Mavs front-office staffer had to pay his bills for him. 

Teammates found Nowitzki alternately confound- 
ing and entertaining. Instead of buying a Benz like 
any self-respecting new millionaire, Nowitzki rented 
a midsized Chevy for the duration of the lockout- 
shortened season. (Only in the final two weeks, after 
sweating through a Texas spring, did he figure out 
how to turn on the AC.) He had the temerity to tell 
Trent that peanut butter and jelly should never be in 
the same sandwich. “This is America,” responded 
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Trent, who preferred his with three pieces of bread, 
the better to maximize both the PB and the J. “We 
put those two together here.” 

Still, Trent worried about the rookie. On the plane 
he watched Nowitzki read in newspapers about how 
he was going to get Nellie fired, about how he was 
a bust. Trent told him to put that trash away, that 
one day he’d throw those words back in their faces. 
Nowitzki, a born pessimist, wasn’t so sure. “I was 
never the most confident man in the world,” he says. 
“When I first got here, I was shy, I couldn’t speak [the 
language], didn’t know if I was going to succeed. Now 


you watch some of these young guys, and they 
come in this league thinking they belong here, 
they’re meant for this. That wasn’t me at all.” 

Mention this to Nowitzki’s current teammates 
and they laugh. Shy? Lacking confidence? This 
is not the Dirk they know. Sure, many arrive in 
Dallas with a certain perception. As Chandler 
Parsons, who signed as a free agent in July 2014 
and grew up wearing a Mavs number 41 jersey, 
says, “Before I got here, I figured he was a quiet, 
foreign player who comes in, works hard, gets 
buckets, doesn’t say much.” 

And then, well, here’s Nowitzki at shoot- 
around in Sleep Train Arena, the morning after 
his massage, engaged in a three-point contest 
with guard Devin Harris. The rules: five shots, 
five locations. It’s all tied up on the final spot, 
on the left wing. 

“Т MAKE LOVE TO PRESSURE!” Dirk bel- 
lows in an enthusiastic monotone. 

He shoots. Swish. 

“WALK WITH MEEEE!” he roars. 

Harris is up. He matches. 

Standing in the key, Georgian center Zaza 
Pachulia inadvertently deflects the return pass 
from the ball boy to Nowitzki. “C'MON, ZAZA,” 
Nowitzki yells with a toothy grin. “IF EUROS 
DON’T STICK TOGETHER NOW, WHEN 
WILL THEY?” Then, noticing that rookie Justin 
Anderson is looking at his phone rather than 
this shootout, he hollers, “HEY, ROOK, YOU 
GOTTA WATCH THIS!” 

Finally, with everyone’s attention properly 
focused, Dirk gathers апа... misses. 

“OH, WOW!” 

Harris hits. Game over. 

Nowitzki waves his hand, dismissing the 
loss. Heading toward the bus, which waits to 
take the team back to the hotel, he sees reserve 
guard J.J. Barea doing an interview. Without 
stopping, Nowitzki sticks his finger in Barea’s 
ear. “DON’T TELL HIM ALL MY SECRETS!” Dirk shouts. 

So, as you can see, not shy. Indeed, become friendly with Nowitzki and 
he will cease using your name, instead referring to you as “that donkey” 
or a “burger” (a term he learned from Trent, who ate up defenders in the 
post). Or, if he really likes you, “numbnuts.” 

As in: “CAN YOU BELIEVE THIS NUMBNUTS HERE?” 

Progress to the second level of familiarity and Nowitzki will invade 
your personal space, as he does with Barea. Then there are his really 
good friends, like former Mavericks forward Brian Cardinal. Last year 
the Mavs went to Indianapolis, and Nowitzki and a few team staffers 
dropped by Cardinal’s house to say hello. Only Brian, now working for 
Purdue, was away on a speaking engagement. So Nowitzki & Co. hung 
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out with Cardinal’s wife and kids and generally had a 
good time. Later that night Cardinal received a picture 
of Dirk standing in his closet, grinning as he held up one 
of his suits. The text read, “Yeah, I don’t think I’d ever 
wear this either.” 

Says Donn Nelson, Nellie’s son and the Mavs’ general 
manager, “There are very few world class competitors 
who truly appreciate the ride.” 


М SACRAMENTO that night the Mavs jump out to 

a 14-point lead. For a quarter they look amazing: 

well-timed cuts, fast breaks, layups. Under coach 

Rick Carlisle, Dallas emphasizes ball movement 
aided by a flurry of screens, the latest in a series of offenses 
designed around Nowitzki. First it was Nellie, empower- 
ing Dirk to handle on the perimeter. Then Avery Johnson 
installed left block post-ups and a go-to play, Horns 45, 
a pick-and-roll with center Erick Dampier. And then the 
free throw line isos of the title days, which Carlisle still 
dials up on occasion. Most of the time, though, Nowitzki 
serves as a playmaker, spot-up shooter and towering floor- 
spacer, his mere presence shifting defenses. 

Still—and this is weird to say about a Hall of Famer— 
it’s hard to watch him sometimes. Every trip downcourt 
begins with a hitch step, as if he’s priming a rusty engine. 
Rebounds occasionally slip out of his hands. Defen- 
sive switches can be disastrous; earlier this season a 
crossover by Trail Blazers guard C.J. McCollum caused 
Nowitzki to do a full 360. Every movement appears 
creaky, in an AT-AT-type of way. Then again Dirk's never 
been all that limber. Tyson Chandler recalls coming to 
Dallas in 2010, excited about joining a contender—until 
he arrived for training camp. “And I’m watching Dirk 
move, and I’m like, S--- we don’t have a chance,” says 
Chandler, now the Suns’ center. Finally, a few days later, 
he approached Casey Smith, the Mavs’ head trainer. 
“What the hell happened to Dirk?” he asked. “Is he 
hurt? Is it his knee?” 

“No,” Smith said. “That’s just what he looks like.” 

That was the year, of course, that Dallas won the title. 

Amar’e Stoudemire might have put it best, back in 
2007, when he described the challenge of guarding 
Nowitzki: “You can’t anticipate his shots because he 
does so much awkwardly.” Perhaps it’s physiology—his 


left foot a half-size smaller (15%) than his right. Even Nowitzki’s great- 
est asset, his jumper, is awkward—the exaggerated knee bend, the 
elbow hoist, the splay-legged follow-through. Then, of course, there’s 
his signature one-leg fadeaway, with the right knee raised like a chair 


fending off a bull and the crazy-high release. 


But what a deadly weapon it is. Kobe began shooting it. Then LeBron 
James. Then Kevin Durant. “It’s awesome, it’s humbling, to know that the 
guys respect that shot,” says Nowitzki. Then, because he has to minimize 
his success, by nature: “I honestly don’t think it’s a hard shot to shoot if 


80 / sPORTS ILLUSTRATED / FEBRUARY 15, 2016 


1,653 


Career three-pointers 
by Nowitzki. That 


represents 38.6% of 


the threes made by 
{footers in NBA history. 


349 


Dunks for Nowitzki*. 
The big fella hasn’t 
thrown down more than 
10 times in a season 
since 2009-10. 


Players in the top 20 in 
both career two- and 


three-point field goals 
made: Nowitzki and 


Kobe Bryant. 


*Dunk stats from basketball-reference 
.com. They were not counted before the 
2000-01 season, Nowitzki's third. AII 
stats are through Feb. 3. 


you have balance. If you have touch." 

This was Geschwindner's goal— 
creating a towering marksman— 
ever since the former captain of the 
1972 West German national team 
saw potential greatness in a gawky, 
6' 10" 16-year-old at a Würzburg gym. 
Geschwindner set to work, having 
Nowitzki do the splits, practice with 
a weighted vest and walk to half court 
on his hands. A physicist, he created 
a computer program to model Dirk's 
shot, eventually deciding 60 degrees 
was the optimal angle for the release. 
He insisted Dirk get his high school 
diploma, because the game is about 
more than the game. He played chess 
with him and required he take up 
musical instruments. In time Nowitzki 
learned guitar and piano, becoming 
just good enough to realize how much 
work it takes to reach the next level. 
He took up saxophone— continuing 
until 2001, when Spurs guard Terry 
Porter knocked out his front tooth dur- 
ing a playoff game and the endeavor 


became problematic. And every year he dutifully read 
the books Geschwindner assigned him. Some, like 
the Jack London stories, went down easy. Others, 
like the tomes on the history of math, were slogs. 


Occasionally, as with Jamila, a love story by Russian 


novelist Chingiz Aitmatov, Nowitzki found himself 
unexpectedly moved. 

It has been said that Geschwindner is both a 
genius and a little crazy. (He named his hoops 
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wing jumpers, one free throw and one deep knee-bender—because 
otherwise he might lose his rhythm in the 10 minutes between the 
national anthem and tip-off. 


LL OF which makes it surprising when he misses open looks, 

as happens in the second quarter against Sacramento. It’s 

not just Dirk; the whole team goes cold. Dallas moves the 

ball well enough, pinging it side to side, but the shots don’t 
fall. The lead disappears. A team this thin on talent can only be so good, 
and on this night, it isn’t good enough. 

It wasn’t supposed to be this way. For years Dallas would enter the 
off-season with cap space cleared. Last summer the Mavs finally got a 
commitment from a big-name free agent, center DeAndre Jordan, who, in 
a well-chronicled saga, rebuffed them at the last moment to re-sign with 
the Clippers. (“He could have handled it better,” says Nowitzki, “but, hey, 
we've all changed our minds a million times.”) Instead, the team ended 
up with Wesley Matthews, a solid but unspectacular shooting guard, and 


“BY AND LARGE HE’S CARRIED THIS FRANCHISE ON 


HIS SHOULDERS FOR 18 YEARS,” CARLISLE SAYS. 


NH — 


DEEP IMPACT 

Nowitzki has the surprising Mavericks 
over .500 and in the hunt for the 15th 

playoff berth in his 18-season career. 


academy the Institute of Applied Nonsense.) Not 
even Nowitzki is sure which is more true. All he 
knows is that the methods work. To this day, when- 
ever he has a bad shooting night he thinks back on 
Geschwindner's myriad rules: Breathe in on the 
shot (to provide stability), start on your heels and 
roll forward (to avoid tipping on your toes), create 
a V with your first two fingers to guide the ball (so 
you can only miss long or short, not left or right). 
Even in his 18th season Nowitzki remains ob- 
sessive. He takes the early bus to games, with 
the rookies and bench guys, so he can fit in his 
30-minute pregame shooting routine. He gets in 
an extra 30 minutes of jumpers after every home 
shootaround, and gets up extra shots at night at 
the Mavs' practice center. That three-point contest 
with Harris? Nowitzki concocted it to get in extra 
reps because he doesn't have access to a gym on the 
road, and “I can't just kick everyone off the floor so 
I can shoot." Watch carefully and you'll notice that 
he even sneaks in extra shots as his teammates jog 
to center court for pregame introductions—three 


Pachulia, whom they stole from the Bucks. The result is a team that can't 
seriously contend, and everyone knows it. “I respect Dirk so much for what 
he's doing this year," Chandler says. *For him to lead this team again and 
be in the middle of the Western Conference. Honestly, Гуе been in awe.” 

Then again, Nowitzki's accustomed to playing shorthanded. Before 
last season, when Monta Ellis gunned his way to 18.9 points per game, 
Nowitzki had led Dallas in scoring for 14 consecutive seasons. The last five 
years in particular have been a succession of one-and-done teammates. 
Carlisle takes pains to point this out whenever he's asked to compare 
Nowitzki with Bird, a teammate of Carlisle's in the 1980s. *The difference 
is that Bird was playing with four or five Hall of Famers the majority of 
his career," says Carlisle. ^Dirk's had a couple in here. But by and large 
he's carried this franchise on his shoulders for 18 years.” 

Technically, it's more like 16. Year one was a near disaster. Year two was 
better, but it was still Michael Finley's team. Then, in his third season, 
Nowitzki blossomed. He'd grown into his body a bit, gained confidence 
and realized that the team's short Canadian point guard was, in fact, his 
soulmate. Dirk recalls his days with Steve Nash fondly. A blitzkrieg of- 
fense. Regular trips deep into the playoffs. Tearing up the town, or at least 
the town's dive bars. Indoor Olympics in Nash's apartment. Christmas 
Eve gatherings with friends and Jórg (known as J-Dub) in the back room 
of The Loon, a Dallas pub, for the Round Table, a theoretically German 
tradition in which participants reflect on the year and have a vodka and 
a beer. Only, as Al Whitley, the Mavs’ equipment manager since 2001 
and a close friend of Dirk and Nash, says, “obviously, we had more than 
one vodka and one beer.” 

Times have changed. These days Nowitzki never drinks in season. (Sur- 
prising fact: Dirk has never really liked beer, but, he says, “as a German, 
I couldn’t really get away with not drinking it.” When he does partake, 
he opts for red wine—“though the calories, man!”) Concerned about his 
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body, he stopped eating sugar when he was 27. Last Thanksgiving he 
had dessert for what he says was the first time all year: pumpkin pie, 
Cool Whip and, carried away by the moment, a cupcake. He groans, 
remembering the moment: “The next day I felt it in my ankles. I have 
bone spurs and they’re really close together, and when I get some inflam- 
mation in there, I feel it immediately.” 

The broader logic is simple. The lighter Nowitzki is, the lighter the 
load is on his knees and ankles. So, at an age when most men, and even 
pro athletes, inexorably thicken, Dirk is lighter than he was a decade ago. 
In season he is forever pestering those around him. Did he eat enough? 
Should he eat more during a back-to-back? “Over and over,” says Scott 
Tomlin, another longtime Nowitzki friend who works in media relations 
for the Mavs. “Never-ending.” 

Last spring Dirk and his wife, Jessica, had their second child, a boy 
they named Max; their daughter, Malaika, is 2%. As a result Dirk now 
sleeps by himself some nights. The rest is too precious. In the summers 
he no longer relaxes, as he once did. (Important 
distinction: Nowitzki loves basketball; he does not 
love conditioning.) Last May, after losing to the 
Rockets in the playoffs, he went all of three days 
before forcing himself back into the gym. Smith, 
who was also Team USA's trainer for eight years, has 
used an electronic balance board to measure body 
control. Despite his height Nowitzki has the highest 
score of any player he’s tested, Olympians included. 
Donn Nelson tells the story of a Mavs first-round 
pick who declared he would work out whenever Dirk 


HE FINAL score in Sacramento is 112-98. 

*Good luck getting quotes tonight," mut- 

ters a Mavericks locker room attendant as 

reporters enter. Some players don't talk. Par- 
sons, coming back from off-season knee surgery, gripes 
about his minutes limit. Once upon a time Nowitzki 
might have dispensed a few platitudes before fleeing, 
or just waited out the media. Instead, he stands in 
front of his locker and talks for 10 minutes, the last 
Mav left, an unlikely team spokesman. 

“T always felt like it's your responsibility as а fran- 
chise player," he says, now in a room at The Nines 
hotel in Portland the following morning, ahead of a 
back-to-back against the Blazers. “Monta last year, he 
snuck out all the time. But if you want to be the face of 
a franchise, you got to do it. You gotta face the music." 


A FIRST-ROUND PICK DECLARED HE WOULD OUTWORK 


DIRK. “THAT LASTED ABOUT A WEEK,” SAYS DONNIE. 


did and then stay even longer. Says Nelson, “That lasted about a week.” 

Those around Nowitzki believe he will play out his contract—one 
more season, at $8.7 million, a discount he offered in hopes of bolster- 
ing the roster. Dirk says he will play “as long as the body can do it 
and as long as it’s still fun.” He’s never really had quickness or hops, 
anyway, and that lack of springs may actually help him make it. As 
Smith points out, “His deceleration and change of direction aren’t 
quite the same challenge as it would be for someone who’s more 
explosive.” Told of this, Dirk shouts, “MAJOR DISS!” and says, “I’m 
about to YouTube my stuff.” (For the record, he says he was operating 
mostly between “25 to 28 inches” of vert during his career, and now 
“if it’s 15, it’s a good day.”) 

Carlisle already rests Nowitzki some nights, breaks up his minutes 
into chunks—rarely more than six at a time—and encourages him to sit 
out drills. Mavericks owner Mark Cuban is quick to say that Nowitzki 
has “a contract for life,” but adds, “How much longer he plays depends 
on the type of team we put together. If we can put together a team where 
he can соте in and be a catch-and-shoot guy and get us buckets, he 
can play five more years." Cuban pauses. “If he has to carry it, then it 
will be harder.” 


ти 


TEXAS TWO-STEP 

Nowitzki was a glum MVP in 2007 (left), 
but he happily held the Finals trophy іп 11 
after leading Dallas past the Heat (right). 


Besides, nothing can compare with the public pain 
of 2007. A year earlier Dallas had taken a 2-0 lead 
in the Finals—“the parade route was printed in the 
paper,” Nowitzki says mournfully—before dropping 
four straight to the Heat. The next season, after win- 
ning a franchise-record 67 games, the Mavs became 
the first No. 1 seed to fall to a No. 8 in the modern era, 
bested by Dirk’s old mentor, Nellie, and the small-ball 
Warriors. After the clinching loss Nowitzki, storming 
toward the visitor’s locker room, grabbed a 60-pound 
trash can and flung it, puncturing the hallway’s sheet- 
rock more than 10 feet off the ground. (A few years 
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later, ever the good sport, Dirk signed the plexiglass 
that encases the hole at the request of the Warriors.) 

Then, the cruelest part, to Nowitzki’s mind: He won 
the MVP, which meant he had to make a speech. “I 
knew they were all thinking the same thing,” he says 
of the crowd gathered at American Airlines Center 
in Dallas that day. So he addressed the loss right up 
front. He looked miserable, talking about “trying to 
see the positives,” while using words like heartbreaking 
and debacle. It was the least celebratory speech in the 
history of celebratory speeches. 

It shouldn’t have been that way. For years Nowitzki 
was called soft, a label sloppily pasted onto all Euro- 
pean players, and here he was, the first Euro to be 
MVP. But that’s not how his brain works. He is a man 
capable of both great joy—NUMBNUTS!—and great 
darkness. When the Mavs falter, he often goes straight 
to nihilism. Cuban tells of a time Dallas dropped four 
in a row and Dirk, sure the season was toast, sent a 
string of texts consisting almost entirely of the f-word. 


So, up on that MVP dais, Nowitzki could think only of disappointment. 
“He felt an enormous pressure to win a title,” explains Donn Nelson. “I’ve 
never come across a player more committed to winning." 

The next few years were tough, one early playoff exit after another. 
During the 2009 postseason his fiancée, Cristal Taylor, was arrested at 
his house on charges of probation violation and theft of services warrant. 
The relationship ended, and Taylor ended up in jail. Other than admitting 
to naively showing “bad judgment,” he doesn't like talking about it. "Не 
refused to analyze it,” says Sebastian Dehnhardt, who spent two years 
filming The Perfect Shot, an illuminating, largely flattering documentary 
about Nowitzki that debuted last April and is available on Netflix. “His 
feeling is that you can’t change the past.” 

“Watching the movie brought some old memories back but not like 
you want to change something,” Nowitzki says, stretched out for another 
massage in the Portland hotel. “You have to go through that experience 
on and off the floor. Make mistakes and make bad decisions, you learn 
from them. I’m not sure ГА change anything. I always wanted to learn 
and improve. I want to see myself as a student. Keep learning, keep 
improving, keep your eyes and ears open.” 


OR A moment—“a hot second,” in Nowitzki parlance—he thought 
of leaving Dallas, in July 2010, when his contract was up. He 
met Cuban at his house, minus Geschwindner, who'd negoti- 
ated his previous deals, declining a commission. (Dirk's never 
had a real agent.) Nowitzki didn't know what to expect. Then Cubes 
got a little teary-eyed. “I was like, Well, this is going to be emotional,” 
Nowitzki recalls. “He said, "We're in this together. We built this place 
up and I need уои’ ” Nowitzki pauses. “The first sentence kind of totally 
hit home, the long years we built this together. And he was right.” Dirk 
signed a four-year deal for $80 million, taking a $16 million pay cut to 
help the team. "ОЇ course, we didn't know in the first year of that deal 
that we'd win it all,” Nowitzki says. “After we won it, I didn't need to go 
anywhere to chase a ring at the end. I can finish where I belong." 

As the years pass, that 2011 title seems even more unlikely. The Mavs' 
roster, as Donn Nelson puts it, ^was like the island of misfit toys. The 
starting two guard, J.J. Barea, is like 4' 1". And Jason Kidd is 57 years old." 
In the Finals the Mavs lost Games 1 and 3 to Miami. And then: two wins 
in a row. Suddenly it was Game 6 and they were up two at halftime. Even 
so, Nowitzki was struggling, only 1 for 12 from the field, overthinking 
everything. Entering the locker room he found Cardinal, the Mavs' backup 
forward and his friend, there to greet him. 

“YEAHHH!” Cardinal shouted, offering a double fist bump. *You've got 
them right were you want them!’ 

Dirk was stunned. “What the hell's wrong with you?" 

Cardinal, undeterred, high-fived him. “You're getting all your misses 
out of the way!" 

To this day, Cardinal maintains that might be his greatest contribution as 
a Maverick. Faced with a hyped-up, balding Cardinal, Dirk had no choice. 
He laughed. “He’s a donkey, man,” Dirk says now. “Even though the team is 
up, I’m a little frustrated. I got my head down a bit, I’m thinking, What the 
hell am I doing out here. And Cardinal’s, like, high-fiving me. This weirdo.” 

Nowitzki scored 18 points in the second half, and the Mavs were champi- 
ons. Finally, he felt complete. He had carried the flag for his country in the 
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opening ceremony of the Olympics in 2008 (bawled). 
Now he had won an NBA title (bawled). Says Donn 
Nelson, “That’s why Dirk’s so respected—the scars he 
has, and the grace by which he wins.” 

A year later he married Jessica Olsson, whom he had 
met in 2010. Half-Swedish and half-Kenyan, she was 
smart, self-assured and athletic. (Both her brothers 
are professional soccer players.) Friends had been 
surprised Dirk was ready to date again, then relieved 
that he could. The couple live in the Preston Hollow 
neighborhood of Dallas. They're teaching their kids 
three languages, and Dirk's idea of an awesome Friday 
night is sitting on the couch, Max snoozing nearby, with 
a full slate of games on NBA League Pass. ^Oh, man;" 
he says, “I love watching Steph Curry. When he's hot, 
every time he gets it, I’m like, SHOOT!” 

He remains, at heart, a fan of the game he plays. For 
years Nash encouraged him to explore avenues outside 
the game. "Нед be open to it, feign interest,” says Nash, 
now a part-owner of two soccer teams as well as a film 
producer. “But it never stuck, and I respect that in a 
way. He found what he loved and he stuck to it and 
didn’t deviate. Some people get caught up in being a 
renaissance man, but he follows his heart. And isn’t 
that what it’s about in the end?” 


HY DOES Nowitzki keep playing? Why do any of us do 
what we love? 
Now it's January 12, and the Cavaliers are in Dallas. Dirk 
versus LeBron. It's as big a home game as the Mavericks 
get these days, especially since they enter the night as a surprising fifth 
seed in the West. Everyone is hyped. At 5:30, two hours before tip-off, a 
handful of Mavs are out on one end of the court, warming up. There's point 
guard Deron Williams and the rookie Anderson and there, at the top of the 
key, an unfamiliar player. Pale. Dark hair. Shortish. Oldish. Cutoff T-shirt. 
Mavs shorts. The ball boy has to decide: Do I pass it to Williams or to the 
team owner? The ball boy is not stupid. He passes it to Cuban. 

Cuban points his toe, raises his elbow, swishes a 20-footer. He misses a 
couple, hits two more. When finished he'll head back to the Mavs' locker 
room and pound away at the StairMaster, then lead a reporter to the tunnel 
just off the court, where he has what can best be described as an in-arena 
man cave. Leather couches. Wet bar. 

It's hard to believe, but Cuban is 57 now. He's owned the Mavs for 16 years. 
He and Nowitzki grew up together, in some respects, and he cherishes 
the bond. Cuban talks about the old days, flying to All-Star Weekends and 
road-tripping to Miami with Dirk and Nash. Asked what he's learned from 
Nowitzki, Cuban pauses, runs his hand through his still-sweaty hair. *I 
think more than anything else, he taught me about discipline and effort,” 
he says. ^I learned the discipline that it takes to be great." 

He feels a responsibility to Nowitzki: ^There are some things Гуе-- 
we've—done right because of Dirk. Some things we've done wrong. We 
could have kept Nash, but I listened to the wrong people. We turned over 
some people when maybe we should have stayed pat, just trying to get for 


THE COWBOY WAY 
When he eventually hangs up 
his hat, Nowitzki will be the 
Mavericks' all-time leader in 
games, points and rebounds. 


Dirk, get for Dirk. To this 
day it's, Let's respect Dirk's 
years and do everything we 
can. Because I know Dirk, 
and there's nothing he hates 
worse than not being able 
to compete.” 

Two hours later the lights 
go down. The stands are 
packed. And at forward, in his 
18th season, the big daddy, tall 
baller from the G, number 41, 
Dirrrrrrk Noooowwwitzki! 

He takes the court, 
exchanging a hug and smile 
with James. For a night it 
feels just like old times at 
American Airlines Center. 
In the front row, kitty-corner 
to the Dallas bench, Cuban 
hollers in his blue Mavs 
T-shirt and jeans, hydrating 
as frenetically as the play- 
ers. In the back corridors the 
Mavs ManiAACs—a bunch 
of middle-aged fat men who dance during timeouts 
and have become local celebrities—await their moment, 
practicing. Some in the crowd are here to see LeBron. 
It’s his only visit of the season. 

But it is Nowitzki—good ol’ Dirk—who strikes first. 
A right elbow jumper. A swing pass to Pachulia. A 
midrange J over Tristan Thompson. Then he nails a 
contested three from the top of the key and the arena 
is rocking and Nowitzki is throwing his three-finger 
salute and it all feels perfect. He’s rolling over his 
heels, not his toes, breathing in on the jumper, the ball 
sliding off the V of his first two fingers. At the 6:26 
mark in the first quarter he comes out with the Mavs 
leading by 10, already having piled up seven points, 
three rebounds and two assists. In the ensuing hours 
Dirk will pull out a one-legged fadeaway (money), ap- 
pear on the big screen wearing a goofy blond wig in 
a Trump spoof, declaring, “I want to build a wall... 
OF NOISE!” and, in the end, lose a heartbreaker in 
overtime 110-107, after which he’ll take longer than 
usual to get to his locker, sitting quietly in front of the 
printout of the Larry O’Brien trophy that’s posted in 
each stall. But that’s all to come. 

Better for us to leave him here, walking off the court 
as the fans roar and the Cavs argue about who left the 
big blond guy open, a Hall of Famer no longer living 
for That One Moment but rather all of the moments, 
no matter how big or small. 
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ONE DIRECTION 
A month before 
signing day Gary 
had as many as nine 
schools on his list, 
but the-D-lineman’s 
last-minute:call for 


': Michigan pushed the 


Wolverines class to, 
Мо. б nationally. 


ONE AND 
LONELY 


ڪڪ 
AFTER FIVE YEARS i ою into his living‏ 
X room 1n Flainneld, N.J., wearing gray‏ 
N Т H E R E C R U | T | N б sweatpants, a black PARAMUS CATHO-‏ | 


CROSSHAIRS, NO. ] LIC TRACK jacket and a weary look. 


He slumps onto a couch whose previous occupants 


Р RO $ Р Ё СТ RAS HA N GA RY have included Hugh Freeze and Nick Saban and 


FINALLY PICKED A perches a pair of royal-blue Beats by Dre head- 


phones on his temples. Gary was an Under Armour 


SÛ H 0 0 L. N OW Т H E R EA L All-America Game’s most valuable player and the 


B ATT | Р С A N B Р G | N Bobby Dodd National Lineman of the Year, and he’s 
the consensus top recruit in the class of 2016, only 
= the third prospect this decade—fellow defensive 


BY C h ris Jo h nson linemen Jadeveon Clowney and Robert Nkemdiche 
are the others—to be tabbed No. 1 by all four major 

Photographs by Trevor Reid recruiting services (Scout, Rivals, ESPN, 247sports). 
For Sports Illustrated As such, Gary has more than 30 scholarship offers 
and the attention of fans and coaches across the 
country. What’s clear this evening is that he’s ready 
for it all to be over. On Jan. 31, three days before 
National Signing Day, the defensive tackle has yet 
to figure out where he'll play ball this fall, but he's 
determined to reach a decision. “Tonight,” he says. 
Gary has just returned from Clemson, his final 
visit during a recruitment that has also led him to 
Michigan, USC and Ole Miss. The latest trip has 
made his choice even more difficult, and when 
the sun rises the next day, he has failed to realize 
his goal. Gary does narrow down his list to two 
schools, Clemson and Michigan, but he won't pick 


(om one, he says, until seconds before walking onto the 
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SportsCenter set in Bristol, Conn., for a signing-day appearance on Feb. 3. 

When the moment arrives, Gary slips on a maize-and-blue baseball cap, 
marking the end of a frenzied, closely dissected saga that spanned five 
years and captivated people in multiple time zones. It also signaled the 
arrival of a player who has the potential to tilt the sport’s balance of power. 


TIS not unusual to hear the words freak or beast applied to top-ranked 
recruits. In Gary’s case, those descriptions fit before he played his 
first high school game. He earned a scholarship offer from Rutgers 
as an eighth-grader after showing well against older players at one 
of the Scarlet Knights’ camps, and more offers poured in after schools 
watched him dominate weaker competition at Scotch Plains-Fanwood 
(N J.) High. In 2014, as a sophomore, Gary performed well enough to 
earn an invitation to the nation's most pres- 
tigious off-season showcase, The Opening, 
in Beaverton, Ore. The measurements that 


were taken there—6' 4" and 287 pounds, with ТОР САТСН 

а 4.74 in the 40, а 4.38 shuttle and a 32-inch ad rn inated 

vertical leap—compared favorably with those transferring to 

recorded by first-round defensive linemen at Paramus Catholic 

the NFL scouting combine. in search of tougher 
Yet framing Gary’s rise as a product of competition. 


sheer physical prowess would be reductive. 
His realization, early in his high school career, E 

that bull-rushing every offensive lineman was EX 
not a viable strategy sparked his evolution — 

from athletic specimen to meticulous techni- 

cian. He watched YouTube clips of the Jets' HIS ME ASUREMENTS-6' 4" AND 


2015 first-round draft pick, Leonard Wil- 


liams, while Williams was at USC. (^We have 287 POUNDS WITH A 4.74. IN THE 40, A 
the same body type,” Gary says.) He worked 4. 38 IN THE SHUTTLE AND A 32 -INCH 


with Dewayne Riggins, a New Jersey trainer 


who did strength and speed work as well VERTIC AL—COMPARED E AVORABLY 


as boxing exercises to increase hand speed. 


Perhaps most critically, Gary was instructed WITH PL AYERS AT THE NEL COMBINE. 


by Peter Kafaf, an apparel-company execu- 
tive and volunteer trainer with a background 


in martial arts who helps players develop hand-fighting techniques that on the notoriously tough north Jersey parochial circuit 
can be deployed to defeat offensive linemen. Kafaf frequently cites The were resorting to extreme measures to stop him. Gary's 
Karate Kid, and while he doesn't put Gary to work painting and sanding, teammate Drew Singleton, a four-star linebacker in 
he stresses the importance of one of the film's central tenets: Repetition the class of ^17, recalls an opponent that used a run- 
leads to success. “When I first met [Gary], he was a mauler or a brawler,” ning back to block one of the Paladins' other defensive 
the 53-year-old Kafaf says. *Now he's a predator." tackles so it could assign extra blockers to Gary. “As 

In search of better competition, Gary transferred to parochial powerhouse long as they had Ra locked down, they didn’t even care 
Paramus Catholic as a junior, but by his senior season opposing coaches about the [other] interior D-lineman,” Singleton says. 


SCOUTS TOP TEN CLASSES | 
ALABAMA GMSM; 2. OHIO STATE @) s.FLORIOASTATE бй 4.10 Gag 5. OLE MISS 
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In his junior and senior seasons Gary sacked Ber- 
gen Catholic quarterback Jarrett Guarantano a total of 
nine times. A four-star prospect who signed with Ten- 
nessee, Guarantano says he was “very upset” to learn 
he'd have to face Gary a third time in the Under Armour 
game. Guarantano’s strategy against Gary: “Just get 
the ball out fast.” (Gary had three sacks in the game.) 

If Gary’s ascent to top-recruit status at times seemed 
like a straight through line, the manner in which he 
handled his recruitment was just as direct. Gary nei- 
ther released emoji-dotted lists of top schools on social 
media—only to alter them months later—nor issued a 
verbal commitment, then backed out. He nonchalantly 
parried questions from recruiting reporters and mas- 
tered the delicate art of giving nonanswers. To wit: 
During an on-camera sit-down with ESPNU in late 
December, Gary was asked whether he had a so-called 
leader. “If I had опе, Га be committed right now,” 


bh d 8. TEXAS 


Jel |  — 


The Case For ... 
BINDING OFFERS 


The best way to stop the rash of decommitments and pulled 
scholarships is to let players sign as soon as they get an offer 


NATIONAL SIGNING DAY needs to go away. The 

current model of marrying high school players to 
college football programs invites chaos and hurt feelings 
because, despite the liberal use of the word commitment 
throughout the recruiting process, neither party has to 
actually commit to anything until the first Wednesday in 
February of the player's senior year. Instead, a coach can 
accept a commitment only to tell the player no scholarship 
will be available after the coach has found a better option. 
Meanwhile, the top players can commit to a coach early, 
then flip to another school at the 11th hour. 

How could it be fixed? Allow players who have received 
scholarship offers to sign a legally binding National Letter 
of Intent from the moment they set foot in high school. 

It may seem counterintuitive, but allowing players to sign 
much sooner-and eliminating the circled-on-the-calendar date— 
would make both parties more cautious. How many lotharios 
would say "I love you" if the law required them to back that 
sentiment up with a diamond solitaire every time? The same 
thinking applies here. Only obvious future stars would receive 
offers as sophomores or juniors. Grades would matter more, too. 
Most coaches wouldn't be willing to tie up one of their 25 annual 
scholarships on a player who might not qualify academically. 
Would some coaches still fill future classes with high school 
juniors? Sure. The dumb ones. They'd quickly be fired. 

The NCAA would need to change its rules about official 
visits; currently prospects can't take any of their five allowable 
expenses-paid trips to schools they're considering until the 
start of their senior years. Players, meanwhile, would have 
to think very carefully before they signed. The NLI binds the 
player to the school, not to the coach. If the coach gets fired 
after the player signs, the player is still obligated to attend. 

This plan will probably never happen because athletic 
directors want to be as free as possible to get rid of coaches 
after bad seasons; signed paperwork from prospects gets 
in the way. But we can dream of a day when the terms soft 
commit, solid verbal and committable offer are replaced by 
documents that actually mean something. —Andy Staples 


Qon E ororo 
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FROM THE TOP . 


How did the last 10 No. 1 recruits turn out? 


2006: BEANIE WELLS, RB, AKRON, оно Ө 

He ran for 3,382 yards in three years at Ohio State and was а first- 
round pick of the Cardinals. He set a franchise record of 228 yards 
in a game, but injuries forced him out of the game at 25. 


2007: EVERSON GRIFFEN, DT, AVONDALE, ARIZ. Ө 

At USC he was second-team All-Pac-10 as a junior. The Vikings 
chose him in the fourth round, and he has become a linchpin 
of their D, signing a five-year, $42.5 million deal in '14. 


2008: TERRELLE PRYOR, QB, JEANNETTE, PA. 

Ohio State dual threat was MVP of the 2010 Rose and 11 Sugar 
Bowls. He turned pro in spring of '11, and the Raiders took him in 
the supplemental draft. He's now a free-agent wide receiver. 


2009: BRYCE BROWN, RB, WICHITA, KANS. © 

He picked Tennessee but transferred to Kansas State 
after his freshman year. He ran for a total of 
476 yards, but the Eagles chose him in the seventh 
round. He’s now a backup for the Seahawks. 


2010: SEANTREL HENDERSON, ОТ, MINNEAPOLIS 

He had limited success at Miami, starting 26 games over 
his four years. In 2014 the Bills made him their seventh- 
round pick, and he has been their starting right tackle. 


2011: JADEVEON CLOWNEY, DE, ROCK HILL, S.C. 

Clowney set South Carolina's single-season records for sacks 
(13) and tackles for loss (231/2). The Texans took him No. 1 in 
2014. An OLB, he has piled up 4/е sacks while battling injuries. 


2012: DORIAL GREEN-BECKHAM, WR, SPRINGFIELD, МО. 

He was dismissed by Missouri after his sophomore season and 
entered the draft after sitting out a year. The Titans took him in 
the second round; he had 32 catches and four TDs as a rookie. 


2013: ROBERT NKEMDICHE, DT, LOGANVILLE, GA. 
The 6'4", 296-pound Nkemdiche emerged as a force over three 
seasons at Ole Miss. He's tabbed to be a first-round pick in April. 


2014: LEONARD FOURNETTE, RB, NEW ORLEANS 

After a great sophomore campaign at LSU-1,953 yards 
and 22 TDs-the 6' 1" 230-pounder is a front-runner for 
the 2016 Heisman Trophy. 


2015: KAHLIL MCKENZIE, DT, WALNUT CREEK, CALIF. 
He didn't start for Tennessee but still got time, finishing 
with 24 tackles and a sack. —Gabe Baumgaertner 
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Gary said. In an age where morsels of information 
from elite prospects spark multipage message-board 
debates, Gary consistently avoided drama. 

The only source of controversy involving Gary 
centered on alleged recruiting at a different level. 
Gary and his mother, Jennifer Coney, were accused 
of having impermissible contact with people con- 
nected to Paramus Catholic before he transferred. 
But a state appeals committee unanimously cleared 
the school, Gary and his mother. In Ann Arbor, 
Gary will be reunited with Chris Partridge, his 
coach at Paramus Catholic. Partridge took a recruit- 
ing position at Michigan last January, and he was 
promoted to linebackers and special teams coach 
a month before the Wolverines signed six players 
from New Jersey, including two five-stars and two 
four-stars according to Scout. 


OP-RANKED PROSPECTS cannot elude 

the spotlight, but it beamed brighter, and 

for a longer period of time, on Gary than 

perhaps any other recruit in recent mem- 
ory. The expansion of recruiting media—including 
team-specific websites, local and regional newspapers, 
and national outlets like SI—have put a greater de- 
mand on players, even as coaches try to woo prospects 
earlier in their high school careers. All these factors 
conspired to tug Gary every which way until he re- 
vealed his decision. It didn’t help that Gary had long 
been linked to Michigan, a college football blueblood 
with an intensely passionate fan base, or that he didn’t 
officially eliminate schools earlier on. 

In late December, a little more than a month before 
signing day, Gary said he was still considering nine 
schools, none of which were Ohio State. In response, 
The Plain Dealer in Cleveland published an article 
headlined, “Gary and Ohio State: Why now is the 
time for Buckeyes fans to let go of the five-star DT.” 

While Gary is naturally composed in public, he did 
receive some instruction on life skills from Claudia 
Ruffin, who doubled as his speed coach. Ruffin, the 
president and founder of a consulting and training 
business in Scotch Plains, NJ., encouraged Gary to use 
athletics as a “window of opportunity” 

through which to develop into a more 
“in-depth individual.” 

Coney, who is divorced from Gary’s 
father and remarried to Frank Shep- 
herd, raised Gary and his older sis- 
ter, Nafeesa. Coney became the 
most prominent figure in Gary’s 

recruitment. Pull up a story from 
a recruiting service about him, 
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and you're as likely to find quotes from Coney as her 
son. She boasts that she could sell her contact list 
because of how many coaches’ names it contains. 
Gary describes Coney as “my everything,” and has 
had JENNIFER tattooed in a thin, black cursive font 
on his left forearm. During a recent conversation at his 
home, he looked up and asked her, “You’re not sitting 
down with me?” Says Paramus Catholic president 
James P. Vail, “I knew that if he ever were to cause 
any problems at the school—which he never did—all 
Td have to say is, ‘Don’t make me call your mother: ” 

Michigan signee Michael Dwumfour, a three-star 
defensive lineman from Depaul Catholic in Wayne, 
NJ., and one of Gary's closest friends, says Gary is “just 
a big teddy bear, somebody you want to be around." 


HE MOST-COVETED National Letter of 

Intent of 2016 was transmitted through 

the main office at Paramus Catholic, 

from a gray-and-black Brother fax ma- 
chine next to a row of multicolored binders. After 
a limo ride back from his appearance in Bristol, 
Gary participated in a signing-day ceremony in 
the school's auditorium that featured a FaceTime 
call with Wolverines coach Jim Harbaugh, who 
was stationed in the Michigan auditorium that 
hosted the Wolverines' signing-day extravaganza 
and included VIPs Derek Jeter (a fan), Tom Brady 
(an alum) and Jim Leyland (former Tigers man- 
ager). Harbaugh's first full recruiting class with the 
Wolverines ranks sixth in the country, a 29-spot 
jump from last year, according to Scout, and Gary 
is its shining star. 

Michigan has recruited at an elite level before: As 
recently as 2012, the Wolverines finished fourth 
in the country, and they landed the nation's 
No. 3 prospect, fellow Paramus Catholic ath- 
lete Jabrill Peppers, in 714. But this class 
represents Harbaugh's biggest step yet 
in transforming a roster that won only 
five games under Brady Hoke in 14 and 
is aiming to take down rival Ohio State 
as the Big Ten's premier program. (The 
Buckeyes had the nation's No. 2 class.) 
Gary was also a coup for the conference: His 
signing marked the first time since 2010 that 
the nation's top prospect rebuffed the SEC. 

Gary lingered after the call to oblige 
photo requests. He turned his Wol- 
verines cap backwards and did the 
Dabon stage with his teammates. > 
“A lot of stress off my family,” 

Gary said, “and my back.” 


IMPACT FROSH 


Ten players who can make a difference next fall 


TREN'DAVIAN DICKSON, WR NAVASOTA (TEXAS) HIGH > BAYLOR 
The Bears lost Corey Coleman, who last year set the school == 
record for TD catches іп a season (39). Enter Dickson, who set 
the national high school mark with 39 TD grabs as a junior. 


JACOB EASON, QB LAKE STEVENS (WASH.) SENIOR HIGH > GEORGIA Ө 
The Bulldogs had to fight to keep the No. 2 QB in this year’s 
class away from Florida. Now Eason provides immediate 
competition for returning starter Greyson Lambert. 


RASHAN GARY, DT PARAMUS (N.J.) CATHOLIC HIGH > MICHIGAN 

The Wolverines have talent coming back on the D-line, but 
Gary may be too gifted to keep off the field. His athleticism, 
power and speed enable him to fill in anywhere. 


N'KEAL HARRY, WR CHANDLER (ARIZ.) HIGH > ARIZONA STATE 

With three of their top four pass catchers from 2015 gone 
and a new starter under center, the Sun Devils need Harry 
to quickly become a productive deep threat. 


THEO HOWARD, WR WESTLAKE (CALIF) HIGH > UCLA Ө 

The highest-rated wide receiver to commit to UCLA in the 
history of Scout’s rankings, Howard could form a dynamic 
pairing with sophomore quarterback Josh Rosen. 


MIQUE JUAREZ, LB TORRANCE, CALIF, NORTH HIGH > UCLA 
Juarez is a superb athlete capable of contributing almost 
anywhere, including on offense. Sound familiar? A Bruin 
who fit that description, Myles Jack, just left for the NFL. 


TOMMY KRAEMER, от CINCINNATI, ELDER HIGH > NOTRE DAME 
Ronnie Stanley’s departure to the NFL creates 
an open spot for Kraemer to fill. The 6' 5" 
310-pounder is noted for his physicality. 


Y GREGORY LITTLE, 0T ALLEN (TEXAS) HIGH > OLE MISS 
Former No. 1 OT recruit (Laramy Tunsill) is off to 
the NFL; here comes another top-ranked tackle. 


®" AUSTIN MACK, WR FORT WAYNE, IND. BISHOP LUERS HIGH > OHIO STATE 
No receiver who hauled in more than one pass returns 
for the Buckeyes. Mack, the No. 6 wideout in the class of 
= 716, is noted for his ability to pick up yards after the catch. 
- BRANDON MCILWAIN, QB NEWTOWN, PA., COUNCIL ROCK HIGH > S. CAROLINA 
The Gamecocks bring back four QBs who attempted passes 
in 2015, but the four-star McIlwain could become new coach 
Will Muschamp’s top option. —Colin Becht 
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AFTER A HARROWING CRASH LAST FEBRUARY FORCED НІМ ТО 
MISS 11 RACES, KYLE BUSCH OVERCAME THE ODDS AND HIS 
OWN STORMY HISTORY TO EARN HIS FIRST SPRINT CUP TITLE 
AND STAMP HIMSELF AS ONE OF RACING'S VERY BEST 


By Andrew Lawrence 


Photograph by 
Hollis Bennett 
For Sports Illustrated 
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who says the 
ef of winning the 
з may allow him 

to be an even better 
: driver, heads into 
0016 chasing his goal 
of 200 race wins. 


NASCAR KYLE BUSCH 


FOR THE past 16 years Maryann Kuchar has operated a 
one-woman, appointment-only tailoring business out of her 
Daytona Beach, Fla., condo called Sew What? Inevitably 
during the month of February, when NASCAR descends on 
Kuchar’s hometown for the opening events of its nine-month traveling 
circus, she’ll get a call from a racer or crewman who needs a sponsor 
patch added or removed from a firesuit or uniform. Last year, though, 
almost three weeks passed without a single inquiry. 

But then at 8 a.m. on the final Sunday of that stretch, five hours before 
the start of the Daytona 500, her phone rang. It was Adam Stevens, a 
Sprint Cup crew chief from Joe Gibbs Racing. His driver, Kyle Busch, 
a perennial Cup Series title contender and a favorite in the 500, was in 
the hospital after crashing nosefirst into a concrete barrier during the 
previous night’s Xfinity race at the Speedway. Busch’s emergency replace- 
ment, Truck Series driver Matt Crafton, had tried slipping into Busch’s 
neon-green firesuit—the only one available that matched Busch’s M&M’s 
Toyota—but the pants legs were three inches too long. Ty Gollott, Busch’s 
motorcoach driver, had the livery and was en route to Kuchar’s condo 
from the Speedway, four miles away. Could she hook up a quick hem? 

“No problem,” Kuchar said. 

Also, Stevens wondered, “you have fire-retardant thread, right?” No, 
Kuchar said, but she did have some high-quality cotton string that could 
do the trick. (“Nylon or polyester threads, they melt,” she explains, “but 
cotton, that just burns up.”) After 45 minutes of fighting race-day traffic, 


— 


fered while racing with orthopedic hardware; the 
slim chances he faced of winning even a single Cup 
race with only 15 remaining in the regular season. 
What Busch did—take five checkered flags, including 
one (at Kentucky) that was run using a lower down- 
force package that will be the standard in 2016—was 
extraordinary. On the list of greatest comebacks in 
motor sports history it is a lock for second, behind 
only Niki Lauda's return from a fiery, near-fatal crash 
to within a point of the 1976 Formula 1 championship. 

Just as impressive as Busch's epic run, has been 
his attitude upshift. The notoriously temperamen- 
tal driver had spent a decade frantically chasing a 


“AS SOON AS THE IMPACT HAPPENED, I INSTANTLY 


KNEW THE RIGHT LEG WAS BROKEN,” SAYS BUSCH. 


Gollott arrived at the condo with the suit, and Kuchar turned the job 
around in less than 10 minutes. For compensation, the seamstress—a 
huge Busch fan—had planned on just taking the trimmed firesuit cuffs 
from her sewing table. (“I felt like it was a privilege to do this for Kyle,” 
she says.) But when Gollott insisted on being billed, Kuchar scratched 
out an invoice for $19.70. After realizing she was a Busch supporter, 
Gollott volunteered an update on the driver's condition: bone fractures 
in his right leg and left foot and a sprained left finger. The diagnosis 
was grim, but not hopeless. “I know,” she said, “broken bones are not 
going to keep him down.” 


CROSS NASCAR NATION there are many folks who look at 

Busch’s improbable march from that Saturday night wreck in 

February to the 2015 Sprint Cup championship in November 

nd believe an injustice was done. They point to the 11 starts 

he missed while recovering from his injuries. They scoff at the medical 

exemption Busch received to remain in the title hunt, which required 

only that he win once and finish the 36-race regular season among the 

top 30 in points. They slam NASCAR’s stick-and-ball “playoff” format, 

the 10-race Chase—which, unfortunately for these haters, is expanding 
to the Truck and Xfinity series this season. 

It’s a perspective that overlooks so much: the single-mindedness Busch 

needed to rehab from two busted appendages; the grinding pain he suf- 
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OFF THE WALL 

After his Daytona wreck (above), Busch 
raced his way into the Chase, then sealed 
the deal with a win at Homestead (right). 


Cup title amid the highest of expectations. But since 
fulfilling his quest—in large part thanks to his own 
shockingly deep resolve and his rookie crew chief’s 
talent for tackling every logistical issue (down to the 
last-minute alteration of a firesuit)—the 30-year-old 
Busch has emerged as that most dangerous kind of 
title contender: one immune to pressure. “I feel like 
a huge weight has been lifted off my shoulders,” he 
says, “and that may allow me to be a better race car 
driver yet.” 

Even before the breakthrough Busch was more 
than just a superb driver. He was a hustler, collecting 
trophies in the Truck and Xfinity series while he ran 
in Cup, ever intent on attaining a personal goal of 200 
victories—he needs 46 more—across NASCAR’s three 


(язам) ау/хпоун мног 


national touring series. He was relentless, flogging the 
pedals so hard that he had needed two surgeries on 
his right foot to remove broken bone fragments. Often 
his ride was even the worse for wear. The running 
joke at the Gibbs shop is that anyone can tell how 
well Busch has raced by checking the right side of 
the car. Creases and abrasions and missing chunks, 
which occur when Busch swipes the wall, indicate 
a strong performance. 

But earlier in his career, like a lot of young and 
gifted drivers, Busch was also terribly insecure. (See- 
ing his older brother, Kurt, win a Cup title in 2004, the 
first year of the Chase, at age 25 didn’t help.) Busch 
fretted constantly over his professional status, even 
though it hasn't really been threatened since 107, when 


TODD WARSHAW/GETTY IMAGES (TOP); JARED C. TILTON/NASCAR/GETTY IMAGES (BOTTOM) 


he left Hendrick Motorsports (the supershop where he began as 
an 18-year-old) for the Gibbs franchise. He still kicks himself 
for not bringing home the Cup title that first season at Gibbs, 
when he won a career-high eight races (but none in the Chase). 
In those early years team owner Joe Gibbs can recall more than 
a few perfectly benign conversations with Busch that ended with 
the driver blurting out, “I could lose my job!” 

“Tm going, ‘Listen to yourself...” " says Gibbs. For plenty of 
trackside fans, Busch’s outbursts alone justified the price of a 
scanner radio. “Generally, if he’s thinking something,” Gibbs 
continues, “you’re gonna get it.” 

Add to that sharp tongue a healthy 
taste for confrontation, and you have 
a racer headed for trouble fast. Right 
when prevailing sentiments about 
Busch were tilting toward respect, he 
put a race leader (Dale Earnhardt Jr.) 
into the wall in the late stages of a 
2008 Cup race at Richmond, and 
likewise sabotaged a championship 
contender (Ron Hornaday Jr.) during 
an 11 Truck race in Texas, ап infrac- 
tion that earned Busch a suspen- 
sion from the rest of that weekend's 
events. From then on, Busch became 
the driver fans most love to hate. 
He figured to get an earful again 
last year, during the introductions 
at Daytona. But when it came time 
to bring him out, another driver was 
in his candy-bedecked firesuit. 


USCH IS no fan of restric- 

tor plate racing, which 

takes place on superspeed- 

ways. His particular talent 
iscar control, and plate racing—more 
of an exercise in slipstreaming— 
doesn't quite allow for that. *Years ago I did enjoy it because I was actu- 
ally kind of successful,” says Busch, а seven-time superspeedway winner. 
“But the other 90%—of пої winning—I’ve been crashed.” 

Yet in the 2015 Xfinity race at Daytona, he had dodged a Big One and 
was running near the front with nine laps to go. As he positioned his car 
to push Gibbs teammate Erik Jones ahead of him, Busch's car stalled in 
the turbulent air and triggered an eight-car wreck that sent him veering 
into a concrete barrier on the infield. *As soon as the impact happened, 
I instantly knew the right leg was broken,” says Busch. “I could feel my 
toes, but when I would lift my leg, the rest of it would stay down." 

As flames licked the front of his car, Busch tried boosting himself out 
of the cockpit, but when he pushed off his left foot for leverage, he knew 
something wasn't right there, either. Ultimately he got as far as the window, 
where he was met by first responders, put on a stretcher and rushed to the 
infield care center. “I flipped my visor open to talk to the safety worker, to 
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say basically, ‘Hey, right leg’s broke, left foot’s broke’ 
I must’ve said it five times over because I figured: 
a) he can’t hear me, or b) he’s not gonna believe me.” 

Stevens, a 37-year-old Gibbs veteran who had re- 
cently been promoted to oversee Busch’s Cup pro- 
gram, watched this scene unfold while eating dinner 
at his hotel. Immediately he sped with car chief Nate 
Bellows to Halifax Health Medical Center ahead of 
Busch’s arrival. “You’ve got a lot of emotions at that 
point because one, your friend’s hurt; and, two, the 
Daytona 500’s tomorrow, we're expected to be in it, 
and we don't know who's going to drive the car. And 
then once we got the list figured out of who's even 
a potential candidate, they have to be approved by 
NASCAR, they have to fit in your car. There's a lot 
of little silly things that had to be done." 

While Stevens huddled with the rest of the Gibbs 
brass at the hospital, Busch's wife, Samantha, was 
trying to keep her composure. After all, she and Kyle 
had a deal. “If he were ever to get in a wreck,” she 
explains, *he has to come over the radio and just 
let us all know he's O.K.” But that call never came. 
Samantha didn't get an immediate update at the 
hospital either. The anxiety was unbearable, not least 
because she was 28 weeks pregnant with their first 
child. “After about 30 minutes I lost my cool: I got 
the water works and the pregnant belly going and 
told them, ‘I really need to get back еге’ ” 

Finally past the front desk, she found her husband 
in a haze of pain medication and adrenaline, ordering 
doctors to “bring her back here. Once she sees me, 
we'll all be fine.” Still, the sight of his exposed right 
leg bone, under the fluorescent lights, appeared to 
throw her slightly. Busch, though, thinks maybe she 
had simply felt the baby kick. (That wasn't it.) Then 
he hit her with this: “I don't think I’m gonna be able 
to race tomorrow." 


S HIS firesuit was being altered, Busch 

was waking up from the previous night's 

surgery with a deep pain in his right knee. 

octors had drilled through the top of 

the joint and then hammered a 20-inch rod straight 

through his muscles and tendons all the way down 

to his ankle. (“I was like, You screwed up a perfectly 

good knee!" Busch says.) Two days later—after a re- 

spectable 18th-place finish by Crafton—Busch flew 

by private charter to Charlotte and on the following 
day underwent another procedure on his left foot. 

After those operations Busch’s spirits hit their nadir. 

He went from thinking his racing career was over (and 

mulling a return to his old high school job, laying de- 

cals) to believing he could come back but never be the 
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Three off-season moves should make the racing 
in 2016 more exciting and safer—and extend 
playoff drama beyond the Cup Series 


As a new season prepares to go green at Daytona, here’s a 
look at a trio of new features on the NASCAR landscape. 
* NEW RULES PACKAGE NASCAR often seems to tweak its rule 
book at will. But in fairness, the latest amendment—which alters 
the aerodynamic features on Sprint Cup cars, markedly reducing 
downforce and making for more exciting racing—was advocated 
by the drivers. They raved about the setup after getting a taste 

of the passing abilities it gave them in two preview races in 2015, 
at Kentucky (above) and Darlington. The former was won by Kyle 
Busch, whose habit of handling cars of varying setups on any 
given weekend gives him a marked advantage over his rivals. 

* AN EXTENDED CHASE When NASCAR introduced elimination 
rounds to its playoff format two years ago, it could have done 
so quietly, in either of its lower national touring divisions, 
and let fan reaction dictate whether the idea was Sprint 
Cup-worthy. Instead it went big, the major leagues first, and 
was rewarded with two memorable title battles, both capped 
by exciting (and much-watched) finales. Now the formula 
will be adopted for the Truck and Xfinity series, with seven- 
race Chases featuring two elimination rounds (for a field 

of eight and 12 contenders, respectively) before climaxes 

at Homestead-Miami Speedway. Just one hitch: Sprint Cup 
drivers, like Busch, who double- and sometimes triple-dip, 
will be barred from contention in the lower series playoffs. 

» ABUNDANCE OF CAUTION Busch’s vicious wreck at Daytona 
last February was a loud wake-up call. In response, some 
54,000 linear feet of SAFER barrier (the “soft” walls that 
dissipate the force of impact) have been installed at NASCAR 
tracks across the country—including Daytona, which is now 
totally covered. In another nod to safety NASCAR will start 
automatically yellow-flagging Truck races after 20 minutes 
(even if there is no incident to trigger one). The idea behind 
this Caution Clock, yet another product of the league’s stick- 
and-ball-driven inspiration, is to settle down the Truck series’ 
younger racers; and time rather than laps (the length of which 


vary by track) was deemed a better standard. —A.L. 
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same hard-charging driver. The task of rehabbing both 
legs at once was equally daunting to Busch. Samantha 
acted as nurse, transforming the living room of their 
Denver, N.C., house into a hospital room; she helped 
him take showers—a process that between sealing his 
cast-encased legs in trash bags and wheeling him in 
and out of the stall, could take as long as two hours. 

And then on the 10th day, 
Busch stood up for the first time 
since his surgeries. Before long 
he was rolling through Gibbs 
HQ in a wheelchair and sit- 
ting in on competition meet- 
ings. His time away from the 
track created the opportunity 
for perspective. His team got 
an undistorted gauge for the 
speed of their cars as a Cup 
veteran (David Ragan) anda 
newbie (Jones) traded turns at 
the wheel in the season’s next 
10 races. Busch got to feel what 
it’s like not to have at least one race to look forward 
to each weekend. He missed it desperately. 

By late March, Busch was shuffling around with 
the aid of a walker. The following month he was in a 
walking boot. On May 12 he announced he would be 
making his return in four days, at the Charlotte All-Star 
race—which, it would turn out, was two days before he 
and Samantha welcomed a baby boy named Brexton. 
The next day NASCAR, after intense lobbying from the 
Gibbs team, granted Busch a Chase exemption. While 
JGR believed that Busch could bag at least one victory 
by season’s end, the team thought a top 30 finish was 
too tall an order. His average finish would have to hover 
around the mid-teens. ^We're more than capable of run- 
ning better than that,” says Stevens. “But the average 
finish is going to average all your bad days too, when 
you blew a tire or a motor or made a bad pit call.” 

And then, of course, this is Kyle Busch we're talk- 
ing about. 


HE MAN has been known to melt down 

when things don’t go his way. And though 

he was back at the track, he was hardly back 

to normal. His knees and ankles locked up 

during races. It hurt to stand afterward. He needed a 
golf cart just to reach the main stage for driver introduc- 
tions (where, as it turns out, he was met with cheers). 
Busch gritted his way through it all. Right after 
running in the All-Star race, in which he placed sixth, 
he made his first points race start of the year in the 
Coca-Cola 600, the longest race of the NASCAR sea- 


son, and finished 11th. But in two of his next three starts, at Dover and 
Michigan, he crashed out late after running in the top five. It was the 
one stretch during his recovery when he could really feel himself press- 
ing. “That’s when I told myself, ‘Look, you're overdriving yourself, the 
car, the equipment—everything—trying to make up all these points, ” 
Busch says. With 11 weeks left in the season, he decided to be patient. 

What happened next beggars belief. He won four of the next five races, 
starting with Sonoma—a road 
course event that necessitates 
vastly more footwork to operate 
the clutch and brake pedals. The 
next three stops—at Kentucky, 
Loudon and Indianapolis—were 
all run under different rules pack- 
ages, adding to the demands on 
every driver. By the time Busch 
rolled out of Watkins Glen (the 
other road course race on the Cup 
schedule) on Aug. 9, he ranked 
30th in points. By the final race, 
at Richmond, he was a robust 27th. 

When the Chase commenced, 
he took it nice and slow, points 
racing his way through the first 
two rounds before earning top 
fives in his next three starts to 
make it into the final four for 
the finale, at Homestead-Miami 
Speedway. Pitted against four- 
time Cup champion Jeff Gordon, 
making the last start of his glo- 
rious 24-year career, defending champ Kevin Harvick and the upstart 
Martin Truex Jr., Busch once again refused to rush. He sat back inside 
the quick car his team turned around for him and focused only on stay- 
ing ahead of his championship rivals. 

When Busch surged all the way to second, behind noncontender Brad 
Keselowski, down the stretch, Stevens came over the radio and told him 
to abandon pursuit. “And I’m thinking to myself, ‘Yeah. I know, ” Busch 
recalls. “But then I realized I was catching [Keselowski] because he was 
slowing down to me. I was just running a normal pace.” 

Then with 10 laps to go, the caution flag came out for debris, narrow- 
ing all the gaps in traffic. “In the old days,” says Gibbs, “Kyle would’ve 
gone ballistic at that. But he never said a word.” He just regrouped for 
a restart on the front line against Keselowski and then mashed the gas. 
Eight laps later he was a winner twice over. That he could celebrate with 
his family made the moment so much sweeter. 

Since capping off that improbable comeback last November, the new 
champion has had even more reason to rejoice. In mid-December, Busch 
had all that hardware removed from his legs. His second bout with rehab 
has gone so smoothly that he expects to be fully back to his old self by 
Daytona. Or, rather more to the point, back to full strength as his new 
self, at which time he’ll keep ticking off the victories until he gets to 200. 
With a Zen approach he could have that goal all sewn up in no time. 


FRONT-RUNNER 

The newly relaxed Busch, here 
with Samantha and a stylin’ 
Brexton, is well-suited to win 
another title this season. 
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WITH A $400 MILLION PROJECT DUBBED DAYTONA RISING, 
THE GREAT AMERICAN RACETRACK HAS TRANSFORMED THE 
SPEEDWAY AND SUPERCHARGED THE FAN EXPERIENCE 


BY Tim Newcomb 


T © 
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of a mile: LOOK HOW 
Length of FAR DAYTONA 
Daytona stadium HAS COME 
Born on the sand of more pronounced than first motor sports 
Daytona Beach, Bill the 31-degree banking stadium. With multiple 
France Sr.’s grand of the racetrack- concourses and four 
vision for Daytona with the opening main seating levels, 
International of the $400 million 101,500 brand-new 
Speedway took Daytona Rising grandstand seats, 
concrete form with the project, a three-year expanded amenities 
opening of the 2.5-тіїв construction venture and even Wi-Fi, 
A a tri-oval racetrack in that has transformed Daytona is ready to 
[ ) f 1958. Now, 57 years America's most host NASCAR's crown 
eet later, that vision has iconic racetrack jewel: the Daytona 500 
taken a steep rise- into the world's on Feb. 22. 
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STADIUM VIEWING DATA AMENITIES 


To break up the nearly The 15-inch-wide seats The fan experience now Forty soaring escalators 
milelong expanse, Rossetti from the 1950s have been includes free Wi-Fi in the replace old stairs. The 
Architects designed replaced with 20- and 21- midway, on the concourses, number of concession 

five “injectors,” or main inch seats—101,500 in all. in the suites and even in stands has tripled, and 
entrances, each with its A steeper rake improves parts ofthe infield. A new in a welcome move in a 
own title sponsor, creating sight lines, while new Daytona app features sport that runs on beer as 
a unique environment, with | suites and loges offer wayfinding. And two new much as gasoline, Daytona 
multiactivity spaces inside premium spectating 40-by-80-foot video boards | doubled the number of 
each concourse. options. project the race action. restrooms to 1,891. 


Daytona is the flagship of the International Speedway Corporation-owner of 13 U.S. racetracks-so 
look for a coming wave of stadiumlike amenities across NASCAR Nation. Already the framework is in 
place to add Wi-Fi at every ISC venue. But that's all in the near future. In a sport in which the action 
goes by just once every 45 seconds at close to 200 mph, information access is everything. Looking 
further down the track, Daytona should continue to rev up the technology capability to provide fans 
with multiple video and audio feeds for every personal device in every seat or suite, with hundreds of 
cameras to choose from and even to control remotely. (How fast can a drone fly?) Finally, how about 
helmetlike 3-D headsets that put you virtually there in the car with your favorite driver? 
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This is the story of a 


The bull is one of those whose lot in life was to be 
ridden by men, but this bull, whose coat is the color 
of coffee mixed with blood, was the best the world 
has ever seen at bucking men off. The reasons В 

for his greatness lay largely within the man, who 
spent the last six years of his life preparing the bull 
to rid himself of these human burdens. | 


The man never tried to ride the bull. He had ridden other bulls when 
he was younger, and he had been among the best at it in Texas until 
a red-haired bull in Wichita Falls threw his head back and pulverized 
the bones in the right side of the man’s face, leaving a puzzle there 
that would never quite be put together. Not long after his fifth facial 
surgery, the man quit trying to ride bulls and instead took to handling 
them: transporting them from event to event, feeding them—and doing 
something with that one bull that would make it nearly unridable. 

The man, whose name was Kent Cox, died near Bunyan, Texas, on 
Feb. 27, 2014. He was found hanging from a rope in front of the pens 
where he housed his bulls—including Bushwacker, the famous champion 
with the burnt-rust coat that had, for four straight years, mocked the 
very name of the Professional Bull Riders tour. The how of Kent’s death 
looked straightforward. The why, few people could immediately discern. 
Why would the man who had just shepherded the greatest bucking bull in 
history to its second Bull of the Year title do away with himself at age 42? 

The physical evidence at the scene was sparse. The rope was a com- 
mon livestock rope with a small loop braided into one end, which with 
a push of the thumb had been crafted into a noose. Kent had left his 
truck running a few yards away, with his beloved dog Mojo inside, safe 
from the wind and cold. The police found boot prints in the dirt leading 
from the truck to the spot where Kent was found, and more boot prints 
on the steel gate beneath the horizontal pole to which the rope was tied. 

Years earlier, Kent had welded that pole to that gate. He’d built all the 
bull pens on the 38-acre property he shared with his girlfriend, Gina 
Graham, whom he sometimes called his wife. He had welded all the 
bucking chutes and alleyways too, and if that doesn’t seem like such 
a big deal, think of a man with no peripheral vision in one eye and no 
formal welding instruction making a bunch of rhino cages by himself. 
Think of the importance of doing it right. 

The PBR can be like a traveling circus. With some exceptions, folks 
involved in the tour come out of their trailers and hotel rooms when the 
arena lights come on and return there when the lights are cut off. They 
call the people they work with friends. Good buddies. Kent was among 
the most genial and generous and funny of these road-show role players, 
but he knew he could count his true friends on one hand. 

This select group would be so bewildered by his suicide, so injured by 
its suddenness, that a few of them would hatch short-lived conspiracy 
theories based on imagined loose ends. I wonder if the police matched them 
boot prints to Kent’s boots. I heard they didn’t even dust for fingerprints. 
Maybe somebody was trying to get to that bull and Kent got in the way. That 
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woman of his is 10 handfuls, ГЇЇ tell you that much. 

These ideas were only fueled by the statement 
given to police by Matt Bohon, a 30-year-old pro 
bullrider and one of Kent’s closest friends. He 
told police that when he discovered the body at 
7:52 a.m., less than 20 minutes after Kent died, 
Kent’s feet were “barely touching the ground.” But 
these notions of foul play have been disproved. 
More important, the people who harbored them 
have learned that they didn’t know Kent nearly as 
well as they thought. 

Two years on, those who used to wonder Are we 
sure Kent killed himself? now just ask Why? And 
when they do, it always leads to another question: 
Whyd he do it in front of Bushwacker? 

The bull was standing right there, about 
20 feet away, perhaps awakened by the racket of 
aman clambering up a metal gate. If Bushwacker 
is as intelligent and observant as everyone says 
he is, he watched with ear-twitching curiosity 
as the living creature that had spent more time 
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BUSHWACKER 


тап and a bull. 


What's going on: Flames five stories high are shooting out of the earth 
toward the so-called Jerry World jumbotron, which is showing HD video 
of men being flicked from the backs of furry behemoths more than 10 
times their weight. The massive letters PBR glow burning in the dirt as 
the top 35 bullriders in the world stride into the arena, chaps flapping, 
apparitions moving through the orangest part of the flames. This is the 
realm that Bushwacker metaphorically owned from October 2009 to 
August 713. This is where Kent Cox’s bull chipped away at the Mount 
Rushmore of bullriding, which had featured only human faces such as 
Ty Murray's and Justin McBride's, and added a bovine face. 

Looking at Bushwacker in his prime, you wouldn't have guessed he 
was the greatest bucking bull. His weight, 1,700 pounds, was average for 
a PBR bull, his demeanor unsettlingly calm. There was a time, in fact, 
when the only thing he had going for him was his lineage. His father, 
Reindeer Dippin’, was known for his big jump and for the twisting bucks 
he threw at riders while they were linked eight feet off the ground. His 
mother, Lady Luck, was sired by Diamond's Ghost, who was not as ac- 
complished as Reindeer but just as explosive. As a knobby-kneed 2-year- 
old in 2008, Bushwacker raised hell each time somebody tried to put a 
bucking dummy on his back. But once the dummy—a heavy steel box the 
size of a toaster oven—was strapped on and the gate flew open ... he'd 
stand as still as a stone. Defiant. *You wouldn't have said he was gonna be 

anything,” says L.J. Jenkins, 


ПО GET OFF MY BACK a 28-year-old PBR rider who 
a Bushwacker tossed Mauney retired due to injury in 2015, 
: хо spectacularly (left, at Anaheim іп '11) and the year after Bushwacker 

- was none too kind to bullfighters (below). retired due to age. “But Kent 


ANDY GREGORY 


with him than any other living creature—the 
human most responsible for his success, his 
fame and any feeling of affection the bull might 
have harbored beneath his furry triceratops 
shoulders—was extinguished. 


HE ONLY light inside Jerry Jones’s 

AT&T Stadium in Arlington, Texas, 

spills from the concession area on 

the second tier. Among the 30,000 
people who braved an ice storm to get here on 
this Saturday evening in February 2015, only 
those in one part of the lowest row can see the 
cowboy-hatted shadows scurrying across the dirt 
floor, squirting lighter fluid and then scampering 
back under the bleachers. When the last man 
vanishes, the anger-metal anthem “Down with 
the Sickness,” by Disturbed, erupts so suddenly 
from tractor-trailer-sized speakers that drivers 
outside on sleet-covered I-30 might wonder what 
the hell is going on in there. 


could see he was smart.” 

J.B. Mauney, the reigning world champion 
rider who became the PBR’s main attraction 
after Bushwacker’s 2014 farewell tour, says, 
“You can’t make him do anything he doesn’t 
wanna do. The bull had to want to buck. That’s 
where Kent came in.” 

The consensus in the industry is that Bush- 
wacker, athletically gifted as he is, would have 
been a very good bucking bull had he and Kent 
not come together eight years ago. Maybe even 
a champion. But not the greatest. 


ONTY SAMFORD, 57, sits sideways at a picnic table on 

his bull ranch near Eula, Texas, recalling how the whole 

thing got started. “Julio said, 1 wanna leave my bulls down 

here with you, ” Samford says, referring to Bushwacker’s 
California-based owner, Julio Moreno. Texas, Samford explains, is the 
bullriding hub of the U.S., a place from which bulls can be driven to 
competitions anywhere in the country in less than a day—perfect for 
athletes that don’t like to be cooped up in a trailer. Unfortunately, Sam- 
ford’s pens were full. But, he told Moreno, “I’ve got a guy.” 


FEBRUARY 15, 2016 / SPORTSILLUSTRATED / 105 


BUSHWACKER 


“Julio said, ‘Aw, I'll just bring 'em back to California’ 

“T said, ‘Listen to me, I got a guy who is gonna do you a good job. Just 
give him a chance. ” 

Two decades earlier Samford had taken in an angry stray teenager 
he simply called Cox and taught him the bull business, allowing the kid 
full access to the dung-scented Juilliard that was Samford’s Flying S 
ranch. Kent learned to improvise there. He blared classic rock at the 
bulls to accustom them to the sounds they would hear in competition. 
He loosened his flank rope to let them buck unhindered. He visited 
thoroughbred farms to see how they fed their animals. The most common 
term for Kent’s job is handler, but Kent became much more than that. 

“He was really a trainer, a manager, a doctor, a caretaker, all wrapped 
up into one,” says Samford. “It’s a job takin’ care of these son-of-a-guns. 
I mean, on a day like today, when them pens are god-dang knee-deep 
in mud, and there’s frost hangin’ off them son-of-a-guns’ backs, and 
the water’s froze up? Then right about the time you think everything’s 
done, Kent would have to go pick up a load of feed. There were a bunch 
of times he was supposed to be in high school, and Га get home at 1 p.m. 
and he’d be in the house watching bull videos. ГА say, ‘Why aren’t you 
in school?’ ‘I don’t wanna go to school.’ He was consumed.” 

Kent’s passion for bulls survived the shattering of the bones surround- 
ing his right eye and the near destruction of the optic nerve behind it, 
which he suffered as a rider in 1995. After he quit riding and, in 2008, 
was entrusted with Moreno’s stock, he began focusing that passion on 
one bull in particular: the auburn calf that was as stubborn and spindly 
legged as Kent was. The one he would train to stand confidently in the 
bucking chute, without twitching or jostling like the others. The one 
that would stand that way in his pen as the sun rose over the hill on 
Feb. 27, 2014, watching. 


"УЕ NEVER seen him this dirty,” says Moreno, sun-chapped and 

smiling, as he squishes through the muck left by winter rains at 

his ranch in Oakdale, Calif., about 100 miles east of San Francisco. 

Bushwacker, three months into retirement, reposes on a raised 
chunk of earth surrounded by a steel fence about 20 yards square. His 
farewell tour, which began under the cloud of Kent Cox's death, ended 
that fall with his third world title. 

“He knows when he’s in the limelight,” Moreno says, his forearms on the 
top bar of the pen. ^When there was a competition, he knew when it was. 
You could back a trailer up right here, and he’d run in without you even 
doing anything. He knew when it was time for him to go do his thing." 
As if on cue, Bushwacker hoists himself to his feet, the muscles in his 
flank bulging. The thin ankles that somehow support his massive girth 
are caked with dried mud. His umber face bears its trademark splash of 
white. His eyes wear the same dull expression they've worn his whole life. 

Moreno repeatedly spurned offers in the high six figures for Bushwacker 
so that the animal could instead make good on the promise that used to 
run atop Moreno's Facebook page: *Semen sales available at all times." 
Breeders gladly paid $10,000 for a beaker. Among the many things left 
unresolved when Kent Cox died without a will were the fates of some of 
Bushwacker's offspring. That part of this story, Moreno says, began about 
a dozen years ago: “That’s when [Kent] fell in love with that girl. They 
never married, but she ended up with everything. She has all the bulls 
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LEFT BEHIND 

Moreno (above, with Bushwacker) 
thinks Gina (opposite, with Kent) is the 
key to understanding Kent's suicide. 


from Bushwacker.” He’s referring to the calves, 
chips off the champ’s block, that were born from 
the 20 “straws” of semen that Moreno gave Kent 
years back. “There’s nine of em,” Moreno continues 
(Graham disputes this number), “and I’m trying 
my best to get 'em back.” 

Moreno is hesitant to say more. He told a News- 
week writer two years ago that he had “a lot of 
questions” about the way Kent died, but he was 
urged by higher-ups in the industry to avoid say- 
ing anything similar in the future. Later, forget- 
ting this advice, Moreno says, “I know one thing: 
Kent didn’t wanna hang himself. No way.” 

So the question remains: Why? Moreno and 
other friends of Kent’s would like to pose a few 
related questions to Gina Graham, the red-haired, 
doe-eyed former barrel racer Kent lived with for 
12 years but split up with two or three months 
before he died. For starters, they want to know 
why Gina took up with another man, which Kent 
confided to Samford, Moreno, and Kent’s best 
buddies, Toby Floyd and Dean Wilson. He told 
them all the same story: When he came home 
early from Vegas after shooting a commercial with 
Bushwacker in December 2013, he found what 
he thought was physical evidence that another 
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COURTESY OF GINA GRAHAM 


“HE WAS SO SHY 
AROUND PEOPLE, HE 
WAS SO WORRIED THAT comfortable. That was his place.” 
PEOPLE WERE JUDGING 
HIM, BUT WITH 


pute over Kent’s property that ended with the family’s exhausted 
surrender and the naming of Gina as administrator of Kent’s estate. 

Gina’s rodeo career, like Kent’s, had been halted by injury. Her right arm 
was severed above the elbow in a 2004 highway accident. But when she 
met with a reporter in January 715, it was Kent's wounds she most wanted 
to discuss. “Everyone always called him the bull whisperer,” she said as 
she sat demurely in a hotel conference room. “For some reason he did not 
like that term . . . but that bull didn't want anything to do with anybody 
else. ... I have videos of [Bushwacker]—when he would 
get done buckin’, he'd turn around and stand there 
and look at Kent for approval. . . . That was Kent.... 
He was so shy around people, he was so worried that 
people were judging him, but with animals he was 


Why did Kent kill himself? “The way I describe it, 
it was the perfect storm,” she said. “His father killed 
himself when Kent was young—he was only 15—and 
he never got over it. [And there’s] the chemical side of 


ANIMALS HE WAS 


it, the depression ... it ran in the family. He struggled 
his whole life with that. Kent had 13 confirmed knock- 


COMFORTABLE,” GINA 
SAYS OF KENT. “THAT 
WAS HIS PLACE.” 


man had been in his and 
Gina’s bed. The greatest 
bull man in the world 
slept in his truck for three 
days, his heart smashed, 
before his neighbor 
J Brooks moved him into 
an unused ranch house 
on Brooks’s property. 

Kent’s friends also want to know why Gina de- 
clined his marriage proposals over the years yet 
was described as his wife by The New York Times 
in 2011 and the Las Vegas Review-Journal in 2013. 
Why did the Stephenville [Texas] Empire-Tribune 
refer to Gina as Kent’s girlfriend a month before 
he died, then his ex-girlfriend and finally, in his 
obituary, his “wife of 10 years”? And why was 
she so quick to stake her claim to Kent’s herd and 
his Bushwacker semen, and the personal property 
she packed up and carried from J Brooks’s ranch 
house within hours of Kent’s death? 

These questions are also asked by Kent’s im- 
mediate family in Waco, who aren’t the only 
ones to wonder why Gina showed so little sym- 
pathy toward Kent’s mother, Cheryl Lawson, 
and sister Cotii Cox Huggins during the dis- 


outs [as a bullrider]. We lost count of the concussions. 
Two or three years prior to his death, we went through 
the study they did with Cowboys football players 
[at the Center for Brain Health in Dallas]. ... They 
found three—I think they call them lesions—places 
where the brain had died and suffered damage. His 
family history, the constant battle with depression, 
then add the concussions, it was the perfect storm.” 

When Kent took his life, Gina added, “that wasn’t Kent. He didn’t know 
what he was doin’. He wouldn’t have done that to me. He would have 
never left Bushwacker! That’s why I think it was the meds. That’s the one 
thing I keep coming back to through all of this: It was those meds. He 
was not thinking clearly, and he was not in his right mind.” According 
to Kent’s mother, two of his sisters and Gina, Kent tried several antipsy- 
chotic medications over the years, at varying intervals and dosages. Police 
found a prescription slip in his truck that listed three medications: the 
mania suppressant lithium and the potent antidepressants trazodone 
and bupropion. The latter two were found in his system. 

To the suggestion that her involvement with another man steepened 
Kent’s decline, Gina responded: “No, it wasn’t even that. It was me say- 
ing, ‘I can’t do this anymore.’ There had been several incidents at the 
house where he had pulled a gun on himself. Just watching someone 
you love go through that, and then wondering if they’re gonna actually 
pull the trigger in front of you—it was horrifying. ... 

“There was a friend of mine [a cowboy her age, from her hometown, 
who was staying in the extra trailer], and [Kent] had it in his head—and 
this was another problem that I’d had over the last few years—almost 
like obsessive-compulsive disorder, once he got something in his head 
you couldn’t talk sense to him.” 

On Kent’s final night, she said, they worked at the regular Wednesday 
night bullriding in Stephenville, then convened with friends at a bar, where 
they argued. “I wasn’t affectionate enough with him that night when we 
were out,” Gina explained, “and it tripped that trigger, and I couldn’t 
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calm him down. ... It was the same spiel [from Kent]: ‘Your life can be 
better off without me, I’m hurting you, I don’t need to be here, I’m a piece 
of trash? He was just beat down. His whole life that was how he felt.” 

If you really want to know Kent, Gina said, start with his father, 
Dwight, who used to take his grade-school-age son to bars, scrawl 
their address on a matchbook, hand it to the kid and tell him to give 
it to a cabdriver if Daddy drank too much. “That’s why Kent collected 
matchbooks everywhere he went for the rest of his life,” Gina said. “You 
need to talk to Aunt Wanda. She has a lot of insight [into] Kent’s father.” 

In an interview shortly before her death in October, Kent’s aunt Wanda 
Lunn told SI that her brother Dwight had his leg crushed by a school 
bus when he was 12, and that most of the subsequent year he spent in 
the hospital was devoted to trying to cure his resulting addiction to 
painkillers. “For the rest of his life, he couldn’t stand pain,” Wanda said 
in an 84-year-old voice that was frail yet lively. “I mean, the least little 
pain, and he had to have something for it... . And I think that changed 
his life. ... He wasn’t a carefree little boy anymore.” 

Like his son, Dwight Cox rodeoed at a Texas junior college, South 
Plains. After that he managed cotton gins for a living. He married 
two more times after Kent’s mother, Cheryl, left him when Kent was 
four. Dwight fathered four children in all. “There was a suicide on 
my mother’s side,” Wanda recalled. “Her brother committed suicide 
when he was 43 years old. Dwight was 42 when he took his own life, 
and Kent was 42.” 

Wanda mentioned Bushwacker just once during this long conversa- 
tion, when describing Kent’s leanest years as a stock contractor: “He 
fed that bull whether he fed himself or not. If he didn’t have time to 
eat, that was O.K. Bushwacker ate. That was his kid. His project. It was 
more than a job.” 

When Kent was a teenager, she recalled, “he went and lived with 
Dwight a few months. And they got in an argument about something. I 
think Dwight hit Kent. [Kent’s mother and his sister Cotii confirm this.] 
Two or three months later Dwight called Kent and said he was sorry. 
Kent was still mad. Kent [rejected the apology], and that was how it 
ended. That was the last conversation he had with his father. Kent told 
me, ‘What I'd give to call him and say: Yes, I do forgive you. ” 

Police records and local newspapers tell us that Dwight Cox, former 
saddle bronc champion at South Plains College, died of a self-inflicted 
gunshot wound to the head sometime between midnight and 1 p.m. on 
April 16, 1987, in Room 277 of the La Quinta Inn in Lubbock. On a table 
near his body were a bottle of Schenley vodka, three-quarters empty, 
and a bottle of orange juice, three-quarters full. 

Most people who knew Kent near the end of his life didn’t know the 
first thing about his dad—or his mom. By the time he was 16, Kent 
was dividing his time between his mom’s home and Monty Samford’s 
ranch. When he was 26, at the peak of his bullriding career, he mar- 
ried a woman his best friends describe as a blonde schoolteacher 
who looked like Carrie Underwood. Today his former wife’s Facebook 
page shows her presiding over a happy, seemingly affluent family— 
husband, two small kids. Attempts to contact her by phone and twice 
by letter went unanswered until June 2015, when a short note arrived 
describing Kent as “a good person with a great heart. Unfortunately, 
he had big demons.” 
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Eight years after Kent's 2001 divorce, only a 
couple of riders he had competed against were 
still around to sit on his new red bull. Sit on him 
for a second or two, anyway. This was around the 
time people began suspecting that Bushwacker 
was smart enough to remember the men who 
got on him. "Не knows how your legs feel," says 
Mike Lee, 2004 PBR world champion. “The kind 
of pressure you're puttin’ on your legs, pressure 
on your spurs, he knows that kind of feel." 

“Tm sure he could,” says Temple Grandin, 
the famed professor of livestock behavior and 
welfare at Colorado State. Grandin believes that 
there are two kinds of bucking bulls: “those that 
do it because they love it and those that do it 
because they’re scared or angry.” Bushwacker, 
whose career Grandin has followed closely, 
falls into the former group, she says. “If a bull 
is totally scared and bouncing around in the 
chute, he doesn’t care which rider is on him. 
Just get him off. But Bushwacker was bucking 
in a much more cognitive way: He was relaxed 


A809389 ЛОМУ 


ANDY GREGORY 


BUSHWACKER 


AT LAST! 

After Mauney rode 
Bushwacker on his 13th try 
(left), Kent (below right) 
was first to embrace him. 


enough to know who’s on him and how to throw 
this guy off.” 

No one tried to ride Bushwacker more times 
than 28-year-old J.B. Mauney, the blue-eyed, black- 
banged PBR rock star who committed himself 
early in his career to becoming the third man to 
ever ride the bull he respectfully called Big Red. 
(The first two men who rode Bushwacker did so in 
2009, when he was just a 3-year-old.) "Туе been on 
him 13 times, I think," says Mauney (pronounced 
Mooney), a two-time PBR champion who stood 
fifth in this year’s PBR standings through Sunday, 
“and he never did the same thing twice.” 

During Bushwacker’s four-year streak of 42 
straight buck-offs, a PBR record, fans delighted 
in watching Mauney’s flailing flights off the bull’s 
back, including a helicopter crash in Anaheim 
in 2011 that everyone agrees put Bushwacker 
on the map. “When I got on him in Tulsa [in 
August 713],” Mauney recalls, “Kent said, ‘Well, 
I’m pretty nervous.’ I said, ‘For what?’ He said, 
"There's only so many chances we can give уои?” 


У 


“BUSHWACKER WAS BUCKINGINA... 
COGNITIVE WAY,” SAYS GRANDIN. “HE WAS 
RELAXED ENOUGH TO KNOW WHO’S ON 
HIM AND HOW TO THROW THIS GUY OFF.” 


When the gate flew open that night, Bushwacker catapulted himself 
left out of the chute, horns and rump seesawing a thousand miles an 
hour. He spun right and then left before making a sustained twirl to the 
right. The rising screams from the crowd drowned out the eight-second 
horn, which was followed a hundredth of a second later by the thump of 
Mauney’s ear slamming into the dirt. Eight-point-oh. The streak was over. 
The first person Mauney hugged was the man whose limp body would 
be lowered to the dirt near Bushwacker six months later. A beaming 
Kent Cox returned Mauney’s embrace, swatting the young rider on the 
back, capping the most memorable bull ride in PBR’s 24-year history. 


ULIO MORENO will tell you that his lucky number played a role 

in that moment. The owner of the famous red bull with 13 branded 

on its flank had carried 13 cents in his pocket for good luck since 

his days as a champion calf roper. Mauney, whose last name begins 
with the 13th letter, finally rode Bushwacker on his 13th try. It happened 
in 2013, in Tulsa, Oklahoma (total number of letters: 13). 

You can argue with these folks that these are coincidences, but it gets 
harder to do when you hear Gina mention that Kent had “13 confirmed 
knockouts” as a rider. And 13 surgeries. Two thousand thirteen was not 
only Kent’s final season on tour 
but also the greatest season in 
PBR history, with record atten- 
dance, a new TV deal with CBS 
and the label “fastest growing 
sport in America” bestowed 
by Forbes. 

And there were 13 bullets in 
the Springfield .45 that Kent 
Cox aimed at Adam Strahan— 
the handsome cowboy he be- 
lieved was involved with Gina—on Jan. 17, 2014. It was a month before 
Kent’s death. 

Kent and Gina were living apart, but his temporary pad at J’s place 
had a clear view of the 432-square-foot cabin that he’d built and shared 
with Gina for so long. In the police report about the Jan. 17 incident, 
Gina said that she and Kent split up in December. “I started seeing 
Adam Strahan,” she said. “Kent went off his meds about a week ago. 
He has been distraught and extremely depressed, crying every day. 
He has made threats against Adam several times. . . . [Kent] admitted 
to me that he was watching Adam and [me] through binoculars at the 
other end of the property—saw us holding hands. About 6 p.m., Adam 
pulled їп...” 

Both sides—Gina and the friends to whom Kent told his side (Strahan 
did not respond to requests for his input)—agree that Kent then threat- 
ened to kill both Adam and himself, and that he held the pistol to his 
own head in the driveway. They agree that Gina talked Kent down, got 
him to give her the gun and sat with him in his truck for a few minutes. 

“T didn’t know what to do,” Gina recalls. “Do you leave him alone? 
Is he gonna kill himself right then? If you stay with him, is he gonna 
kill you? You don’t wanna lock him up, but I felt like I had no choice.” 

She drove Kent to town to pick up a paycheck he was owed. On their 
way back, she stopped in front of the Dublin Police Department, a little 
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storefront on Blackjack Street. Gina says she had the pistol wedged 
between her back and the driver’s seat. As they sat parked outside the 
Dublin P.D., Gina says, Kent took the gun and she leaped out of the truck 
and fled into the police station, where, according to the police, she told 
the dispatcher that “her ex-boyfriend was in the pickup across the street 
with a gun and he was going to kill himself.” 

Four officers surrounded Kent’s truck. “Maybe I will have you do 
it,” Kent yelled at them. When the officers finally persuaded Kent 
to place his hands on the windshield, they 
grabbed the gun, pulled him from the cab and 
wrestled with him on the ground as he resisted. 
They had to tase Kent twice before they could 
handcuff him. “He was so violent we couldn’t 
take his mug shot,” Sheriff Tommy Bryant told 
the local paper. 


OUT OF CONTROL 

Despite his success as a rider (above) and 
handler, Kent spiraled downward and was 
booked for resisting arrest in early 2014. 


Kent spent that night in jail and the next five 
days at Millwood Hospital, a mental health 
facility in Arlington, just over 80 miles to the 
northeast. When Dean Wilson drove there to 
visit his best friend, Kent remarked, “Gettin’ tased don’t hurt as bad 
as you think it does.” 

The consensus among the bull men, bullriders and veterinary experts 
consulted for this story is that Bushwacker could sense Kent’s despon- 
dency during this time. And after Kent’s death the bull surely felt his 
absence. “Bushwacker would probably not understand that hanging 
killed Kent Cox,” says Grandin, “but then they take Kent Cox down and 
take him away. Well, now [he] is gone. And animals can get really upset 
when [their] favorite person is gone. How did Bushwacker do after that?” 

The PBR’s Iron Cowboy event at Jerry World—which promised $1 mil- 
lion to the man who could ride Bushwacker—began two days after Kent’s 
death. Julio Moreno flew to Dallas to do Kent’s job there. The animal 
Moreno found waiting for him, he says, “was crazy. Bushwacker wanted 
to hook the Dallas Cowboys cheerleaders. He wanted to tear the fence 
up. He knew something was wrong.” 

The most fascinating thing about the video of that weekend’s Mil- 
lion Dollar Ride isn’t that Bushwacker dispatched Brazil’s Joao Ricardo 
Vieira (currently first in the 2016 points standings) in 2.17 seconds; it’s 
the speed with which the bull ran to the fence and looked outward, 
then kicked violently at the retaining wall before exiting the arena. All 
highly out of character for him. 

It’s out of character for any member of the Bos taurus species to com- 
municate with a man the way that Dr. Gary Warner, an acclaimed vet- 
erinarian at the Elgin (Texas) Veterinary Hospital, saw Bushwacker 
communicating with Kent Cox in Las Vegas in 2013. Bushwacker, whom 
Warner calls “the Einstein of bucking bulls,” was “probably 40 feet away 
from us on the other side of this pen, and Kent’s about 15 [feet away],” 
Warner says. “And Kent’s talking to Bushwacker . . . I could see Kent's jaw 
moving, but I couldn’t hear him, and the damn bull goes to bellowing at 
him, mooing back at Kent. They talked like that for probably four or five 
minutes.” Warner wipes his eyes. “That bull truly loved that man,” he says. 

That love is the most likely explanation for Kent’s choice to drive to 
Bushwacker’s pen on the morning of Feb. 27, 2014. First, though, he would 
put down the jug of moonshine he and his buddy Matt had been sipping 
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from, drive to the house he used to share with 
Gina and shoot a hole in her tire. Kent probably 
left his truck running near his bull pens because, 
his friends now agree, he was in such a hurry to 
get the deed done. Freedom awaited. Freedom 
from the pain of dozens of broken bones and lost 
teeth. Freedom from the headaches that began 
sometime in his 20s and didn’t let up for a single 
day afterward. Freedom from his caustic, can’t- 
live-with-her-or-without-her relationship with 
Gina. “Keep in mind,” she says, “this threat [of 
suicide] had happened six times prior. After that 
many times you start to think, Oh, he’s not—he’s 
not really meaning this, this is not gonna happen.” 

He called Gina at 7:33 a.m. and said, “Do you 
want to hear what a man hanging sounds like?” 
The question was followed by a commotion. 

“The people who wanna blame me because 
I didn’t do enough?” Gina says through tears. 
“My response is, Where were you? I know who 
called, I know who texted, I know who came 
over. Where were you? Where were you the past 
five years when he was puttin’ a gun to his head 
six times?” 

Even if the explanation of Kent’s death can’t 
be whittled to a single sharp point, the question 
of location persists. Warner, the vet to whose 
office Kent accompanied Bushwacker for even 
the most mundane visits—not so he could sit in 
the waiting room but so he could assist—is asked 
why he thinks Kent chose the place he chose at 
the end. “I don’t think Kent, with his relation- 
ship with that bull, wanted that bull to see him 
die,” Warner says. “I think he was hungry for 
somebody’s affection, and he felt so close to that 
bull he just wanted to be near him.” 
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> BY DEMARCUS WARE 
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THE NIGHT BEFORE we faced the Patriots in the 
first conference championship game of my career, I 


During the 
speech 


gave a speech. I didn’t sit down and write it beforehand—I 
just spoke from the heart, and the guys really, really 
enjoyed it. I told them that iron sharpens iron, and one man 
sharpens another man. 

When you transition from one team to another, you don’t 
always know where you're going to fit in, but when I joined 
the Broncos in 2014, they chose me as a captain. That let me 
know that my hard work had paid off, that they wanted me to 
lead. During the speech I was shivering. I had a tear here and 
there. I knew I had hit home when I looked at the other guys 
and the whole room was quiet and I saw trickles and bleary 
eyes. That's when I knew that everybody was on board. 

After we beat New England, I was so focused on the 
Super Bowl that I walked straight to the locker room. І 
forgot about the celebration. They had to bring me out. 

I walked into the locker room, and the people inside 
said, ^Hey, DeMarcus, we're going to go celebrate and do 
confetti and stuff. We're the AFC champions." Oh! Oh, 
O.K. I walked outside. 

Throughout my career, I always told myself that the only 
way I was going to attend a Super Bowl was if I played in it. 
In the past I would come out to the game, work, do media 
appearances, but I'd be home on Sunday, watching the 
game with my family. Being in the Super Bowl is what I've 
been waiting for since I arrived in Denver, since John Elway 
called me almost two years ago. It was hard to leave Dallas, 
especially since I'd been a Cowboy for nine years. I had gotten 
used to the trainers and the owners and my teammates. But 
Ihada chance to play for a great team, with John Elway and 
the owner, Pat Bowlen. This league is about change. 

The Broncos told me they wanted me not only to play for 
them but also to be a staple of their defense. I saw them bring 
in Agib Talib at cornerback and T.J. Ward at safety, and the 
team told me, ^We're really beefing up the defense because 
defense wins championships." That's what I've always been 
predicated on. I'm in. Where do you want me to sign? 

At the time Denver had just lost the Super Bowl to the 


I was 
shivering. 
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SUPER BOWL WON Ware, with coach 
Gary Kubiak, played in eight 
Pro Bowls before his first title game. 


How much 
impact can 
a pregame 
speech have? 
Join the 
discussion on 
Twitter by 
using 
stSlPointAfter 


Seahawks 43-8. The next season, 
2014, we had a chance. We got into 
the playoffs but didn't pull it out. 

I feel like those times and another 
year of maturity really helped us 

get to where we wanted to be: the 
Super Bowl. We were enjoying 

where our feet were, but we still had 
business to do. 

Last Saturday night at the team 
hotel, I just said something heartfelt 
about what this game means to us—to 
Peyton Manning and me, because we 
both talked. But also, how much they 
mean to us: the players, the defense, 
the offense, and how much everyone 
put in this year. The hard work 
coming back from all the injuries. The 
ups and downs. And now it all came 
down to this one moment. 

First thing we knew was that the 
Panthers are the No. 1 running of- 
fense in the NFC, so we had to stop 
Cam Newton, Jonathan Stewart, all of 
their supporting cast. We said, If we 
can make them one-dimensional and 
pass the ball, we can unleash the guys 
like me and Von Miller 
and Malik Jackson and 
Derek Wolfe, and we can 
get pressure on Cam. We 
were able to do that. You 
give it to our offense to 
score enough points so 
that the Panthers had to 
pass the ball, and they 
couldn't run a lot of those 
trick plays. That's how we 
were able to get pressure 
on them. 

Earlier this season Ray 
Lewis asked me if I thought we were 
a great defense. I said, ^We're good. 
We were the No. 1 defense in the NFL 
this season, but the only way you're 
great is if you end up being No. 1 and 
you win the Super Bowl with that 
defense." That's when you etch in 
stone that you're a great defense. 

We're great. 
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СЕТ АСТІУЕ. 
SAVE LIVES. 


By getting active with the UNICEF Kid Power 
Band, kids go on missions to earn points and 
unlock therapeutic food packets for severely 
malnourished children around the world. 


Get Yours at 
unicefkidpower.org/active 
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With available technology like Toyota Safety Sense™ P! and Intelligent рр | l IS 
Clearance Sonar? the 2016 Prius is designed to help keep you safe in 


an unpredictable world. Intelligent technology is what's next. 


toyota.com/prius 


Prototype shown with options. Production model may vary. 'Please refer to the Owner's Manual for more information and sys tem 
assist drivers in avoiding potential collisions at speeds of 9 mph or less. Certain vehicle and environmental conditions, including apea 
the ICS to detect it. Always look around outside the vehicle and use mirrors to confirm clearance. See Owner's Manual for details. 9201 Toyota Мо 
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